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Abstract 
The focus for my research project was language learning practices and how people 
negotiate and transform their identities throughout their heritage language learning (HLL) 
experiences. Many scholars have explored language usages, identity formation, and influence of 
social class on language learning (Bucholtz 2011; Gee, 2002; Hill, 2001; Mendoza-Denton, 
2008; Norton, 1990; Rampton, 1995). However, while heritage language courses at universities 
are increasingly popular (Kondo-Brown, 2003), not many studies have focused on heritage 
language learners. Moreover, very few studies include Korean adoptee students’ identity 
formation within a heritage language-learning context. 
This research studied how Korean heritage language learners’ cultural and language 
learning backgrounds shaped who they were, how they (re)constructed and negotiated their 
identities as Korean Americans, and the challenges they faced while taking a heritage language 
learning course. I used a sociocultural framework for this study and methods of narrative inquiry. 
I chose narrative inquiry because it raises the voices of research participants, particularly the 
voices of minorities whose stories have not been told (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004).  
The participants for this study were 7 Korean American students who were taking/had 
taken Korean language classes at a university level. The students were from three groups: (a) 
Korean Americans whose parents were both Koreans, (b) Korean Americans with at least one 
parent of Korean ethnicity, and (c) Korean Americans who were adopted to the United States. 
Data sources included narrative meetings with case study participants and their parents, 
background surveys, course observation field notes, multimedia language uses, and written 
artifacts produced by the participants in their language classes.  
Looking across the narrative accounts from the 7 Korean heritage learners, I found 
 iii 
similar and different experiences influenced the learners’ identity development and how their 
identities shifted influenced by multiple sociocultural contexts. Their heritage language learning 
provided meaningful experiences to (re)construct and negotiate their identities. The implications 
of the study provide information for parents, educators, and policy-makers who want to better 
understand the process of identity development among different types of Korean heritage 
learners.  
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
Ms. Shin: 옆 반에는 언니라는 말을 잘 쓰던데?  
[I know students in the next class1 often use Unni2 when they call each other, 
right?] 
Cathy: Well, 그건 개네들이 쓰는 거구요. 
[Well, that’s the term used among them.] 
I don’t think we will ever use that term in our [heritage language learning] class. 
The other students: Yeah. (Most of them were nodding as if they were showing
 agreement with Cathy’s statement) 
This short dialogue shows how the students in my heritage language class were unwilling 
to use customary Korean pronouns with their friends. In contrast the students in the non-heritage 
learning track, who were not culturally Korean, were willing to use customary pronouns with 
their peers. In addition to resistance to certain terms and expressions, I often ran into unexpected 
circumstances which were quite natural to Korean natives, but not to these groups of heritage 
language learners in my class. They often surprised me with their keen perspectives and 
thoughtful understandings about general Korean culture and language, but other times made me 
wonder about their conflicting cross-cultural attitudes influenced simultaneously by their mother 
culture/language and American culture/English. These kinds of surprises were at the heart of my 
motivation to do the research described in this dissertation.  
The purpose of this study was to examine the relation between Korean language learning 
experiences and the development of language identities among three different types of Korean 
American heritage language-learners. The groups were: (a) Korean Americans whose parents 
                                                
1 In the next classroom were students from the non-heritage learning track, which means it was full of students who 
were learning Korean but were not Korean-Americans. The university had two different Korean tracks: heritage 
language learning vs. non-heritage language learning.  
2 ‘Unni’ means sister in Korean but not just bounded within family relationship but also widely used by a female to 
refer to an elder or younger female, often as a polite replacement for a second person singular pronoun, you. 
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were both Koreans, (b) Korean Americans with at least one parent from Korean ethnicity, and (c) 
Korean Americans who were adopted to the United States.      
According to the American Association of Teachers in Korean (AATK), in 2013, there 
were 95 universities that offer Korean language programs in the United States and Canada. 
However, only 21 universities offer a full 4-year curriculum including integration of language 
and culture and the current university where I was working was one of them. The number of the 
schools, which offer Korean programs with both heritage language track and non-heritage 
language track, is unknown.   
I was in charge of the heritage language learners’ track, therefore, the students in my 
class were all Korean Americans. With these particular group members in this unique context, I 
decided to study how their social groups influenced their language attitudes and why students 
were reluctant to use terms, like Unni, inside and outside the classroom?  
In the spring of 2010, I taught Korean 222, the beginning to intermediate level Korean 
reading and writing course for heritage language learners at a university in the Midwest area of 
the United States. Although I have had many years of experience teaching languages, it did not 
take long for me to realize that teaching Korean to heritage language learners was a new 
challenge. When I was given the assignment, some of my colleagues told me that it would be 
easier to teach heritage language learners than non-heritage language learners. I agreed with their 
comments because I already knew that many Korean American parents preferred that their 
children speak Korean at home.  
As I was planning for the course, I made some assumptions about heritage language 
learners. I assumed that they would have a better understanding of spoken Korean and possibly 
their attitudes and cultural understandings, compared to American students, would be more 
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similar to students in Korea. Also, I thought Korean American students would show more 
enthusiasm for learning their heritage language so I would have a productive and talkative class 
with a high level of daily conversational skills. My presuppositions were half right and half 
wrong. The students indeed turned out to have high proficiency in speaking Korean, but their 
perspectives and attitudes toward their heritage language and Korean culture were quite different 
and more complicated than I expected.  
For example, one day I had a lesson about social activities and the students paired up to 
have a conversation about their weekend plans. I asked them to share their paired work with 
other classmates and one of the students started to talk about his plans to have a party with his 
close friends. Soon the focus of his conversation switched to his friends so I asked him if he had 
a close Korean friend. He was a Korean American 2nd generation student and his answer was no. 
He said although he defined himself as Korean American, he had far more American friends than 
Korean or Korean American friends. He also replied that he does not have a good impression of 
Korean students, especially when they are new to the United States and he used the term, “FOB” 
(fresh off the boat)3. Other students then joined the conversation and expressed their opinions of 
“FOB” or “Twinkie”4 friends around them. After class, I puzzled about how the students’ 
personal experiences had shaped their perspectives and ideas. I wondered how the so-called 
“Twinkie” Korean Americans, as well as students from each of the Korean American generations 
                                                
3 FOB is a term used to describe immigrants who have arrived from a foreign nation and have not yet assimilated 
into the host nation's culture. In this case, it is referring to Korean students who recently came to the U.S. for mostly 
academic reasons.   
 
4 Twinkies are an American snack that has a golden outer color with white cream fill. It is often used to describe 
Asian Americans who have become completely integrated into White American culture and have lost their 
traditional Asian values. 
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(i.e., Korean American 1.5 and Second generation), constructed their understandings of their 
experiences differently.  
The vignette at the beginning of this chapter is a further example of the difficulties I 
faced in the class. The vignette was captured during my lesson about the honorific marker “시 
(shi)” and honorific forms of vocabulary words in Korean. As demonstrated in the vignette, 
students in my HLL class showed resistance to using polite, but friendly vocabulary words, like 
‘Unni’, which are used when one is older than the other. I carefully explained that the word, 
‘Unni’ is not stressing the hierarchy but is a way of showing affection to older females. My 
students’ reaction was much different than I expected. They acknowledged the fact that they 
used the term, but it was only spoken between family members. They told me that they did not 
understand why they had to follow the social customs of honorific or polite markers when they 
talk to others who are in the same generation. The students told me that even if the Korean 
language system required them to use certain features, such as Unni, when they talked among 
themselves (Korean Americans), they preferred to stick to the way they speak in their first 
language (English). I became curious about the reasons that the students showed this type of 
resistance.  
As I reflected on my teaching and the learning process of my students, I became 
extremely interested in figuring out how the smaller social phenomenon (i.e., heritage language 
learning behavior) played into their larger sociocultural meaning construction (i.e., language 
identity). The vignettes described in this introduction are examples of the possible conflicts and 
struggles that heritage language learners encounter and how they may influence their identities 
through the language learning process.  
At the same time I was teaching and struggling with the unexpected attitudes from the 
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students, I was taking a research methodology course and one of the required books, Discourse 
Analysis by James Gee (2005), helped me to reconstruct my questions about my students’ 
attitudes toward language learning practices. In his book, Gee describes a ‘Discourse Model’ 
composed of seven building tasks of language. Based on his argument, people use languages to 
build seven areas of communication so a researcher who wants to analyze discourse can ask 
seven different questions about any piece of language-in-use. The lists of the seven building 
tasks are significance, practices (activities), identities, relationships, politics, connections, and 
sign systems and knowledge. For example, in the part about relationships, he argues that, “We 
use language to signal what sort of relationship we have, want to have, or are trying to have with 
our listener(s), reader(s), or other people, groups, or institutions about whom we are 
communicating; that is, we use language to build social relationships” (p. 18). Among these 
seven tasks, I became particularly interested in practices (activities), identities, relationships, and 
connections in light of the uniqueness of the classroom setting and participants of my Korean 
class.  
The identities of language learners have received researchers’ attention during the past 
two decades. Many scholars claim people are always engaging in some kinds of discourse 
settings as they interact in sociocultural contexts (Bakthtin, 1981; Bruner, 1990; Gee, 2000; 
Goffman 1973; Heath, 1983; Moll, 1995; Pennycook, 1998; Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978).  
The ways that power and resistance were manifested in my heritage language learning 
students also fascinated me and were reflected in books and articles I had read about bilingual 
and heritage language learning contexts (Lam, 2009; Lew, 2007; Lo, 2009; Norton, 2000; 
Rampton, 1995; Shin, 2005, 2010, Yi, 2008).  
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Language is the principal mode of meaning making; it mediates both the communication 
through which thinking with others is made possible and also the inner speech through which 
individual thinking is brought under conscious control (Agha, 2007; Bakhtin, 1981; Gumperz, 
1982). In that case, how do learners from different language environments construct knowledge 
together, and enhance their individual understandings of the world and their potential for action 
in it? As I kept reading and teaching my heritage language class, my wonders about the 
construction and transformation of these learners’ identities gradually deepened and guided the 
development of my research.  
Problem Statement 
As the United States becomes more diverse, the immigrant population is growing rapidly. 
It is estimated that roughly 38 million individuals in the United States were first generation, or 
foreign-born, immigrants (Batalova & Fix, 2010). According to 2010 Census, there were 
approximately 1.7 million Korean Americans residing in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2010 Census).   
The overall goal of this study was to examine the relation between Korean learning 
experiences and the development of language identities among three different types of Korean 
American heritage language learners. The groups included: (a) Korean Americans whose parents 
are both Koreans, (b) Korean Americans with at least one parent from Korean ethnicity, and (c) 
Korean Americans who were adopted to the United States.   
These three groups were chosen as the participant groups for this research project 
because of their unique positions with regards to linguistic and cultural identity development. I 
chose college students because the college years are likely to be an important time in the process 
of their personal self-discovery and linguistic, cultural, and ethnic identity development (Kang & 
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Lo, 2004; Min & Kim, 2000; Phinney & Alipuria, 1990). In addition, although, Asian American 
college students have emerged as a distinctive racial group in American higher education, there 
is still very limited research conducted on these them (Museus, 2009). Many scholars also argue 
that identity formation is a major “developmental task” in adolescence and early adulthood, and 
that life-stories with a distinctive set of personal memories are formed during this period 
(Erickson, 1968).  
This research studied how Korean heritage language learners’ cultural and language 
learning backgrounds shaped who they are and how they gained their identities as Korean 
Americans, specifically what challenges they faced taking a heritage language learning course. 
Each participant’s story was unique and helped to reveal the different meanings they constructed 
during their language learning experiences.    
This study was designed to contribute to the knowledge base and generate theory related 
to the multiple aspects of identity development, mainly focused on linguistic and ethnic identity 
development among groups of Korean American heritage language learners and of the role of 
heritage language learning experiences in the process of identity formation. The findings of this 
study can play an important role in describing the motivation, cultural connections, and language 
backgrounds of Korean American heritage language learners. Moreover, these participants may 
provide important information for parents, educators, and policy-makers who want to better 
understand the process of language identity development among Korean heritage language 
learners. 
The Conceptual Model 
This study was guided by a conceptual model shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of the study 
Research Questions 
I had two research questions: 
1. How do three different types of Korean heritage learners (Korean American heritage 
learners, Mixed-Heritage Korean learners, Korean adoptee heritage learners) construct 
and develop their identities in the process of heritage language learning? (Language and 
identities) 
2. What are the social and cultural contexts that influence the negotiation in the participants’ 
heritage language learning? (Social relationship) 
Definition of the Terms 
The following terms are defined here, as they will be used in my research project:    
Discourse:  Discourse is defined as any kind of verbal activities (i.e., conversation, 
speech or dialogue) between the participants and the others including non-verbal activities (i.e., 
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body languages, facial expression, hand gestures, and so on). I use the term ‘discourse’ as 
defined by Fairclough (1992) and Gee (2005) as an important form of social practice that both 
reproduces intrapersonal identities and social relations and at the same time is shaped by other 
social structures.   
Identity(ies): Language is not only a form of sign but also can be a social practice itself. I 
used the notion of speakers expressing a social identity (Norton, 2000). According to Norton 
(2000), identities are “a sense of who they are and how they relate to the social world” (p. 11). 
Conceptualizing identities is closely intertwined with social practices. I considered identities to 
be multiple, dynamic, fluid, and shifting from one context to the next (Gee, 2001; Norton, 2000).  
Heritage language: Many terms synonymously have been used to refer to a language 
used by immigrants and their children other than English, such as mother tongue, first language, 
and native language (Shin, 2010). In this research project, I chose to use heritage language to 
refer to the language used natively by immigrant families.  
Heritage language learning: This term refers to any language learning practices made in 
a heritage language. For this study, I shortened the term as HLL.  
Korean Americans: 
• 1.5 generation: Scholars have suggested various definitions for the 1.5 generation (e.g., 
age, linguistic ability, level of education at time of immigration, and so on). However, for 
this research project, I used the definition offered by the Migration Policy Institute that 
1.5 generation immigrants have arrived in the United States by age 13 (Fry, 2004).  
• Second generation: Korean Americans who are born in the United States from First 
generation or 1.5 generation Korean American immigrant parents are considered to be 
second generation.  
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• Mixed-Heritage Korean Americans: A person who has one minority language, i.e., has a 
Korean speaking parent with Korean ethnicity and one English-speaking American 
parent, is here identified as a Mixed-Heritage person.  
• Korean adoptees: Korean adoptees are defined in this study as a person who was adopted 
from South Korea to the United States as a child and raised by adoptive parents of 
another race, culture, and ethnicity. Often, Korean adoptees are also called Korean 
international adoptee or KAD.  
Language (learning) practices: Language (learning) practices refer to any activities 
related to language learning, such as speaking, listening, reading, or writing at class, outside of 
the class, home, or even in social network services (SNS) such as messenger or Facebook. In 
addition to physical and cognitive language learning activities, psychological thinking processes 
were included (i.e., decoding, encoding, and thinking processes involved in learning heritage 
language).  
White American: In the literature the term, “Caucasian” often refers to people of 
European heritage. However, I chose to use White American in my study in order to refer people 
who are identified by their European heritage but live in America.  
Black American: Like the term “White American,” I chose Black American rather than 
African American since I believe Black American encloses a wider variation of people who have 
black ethnicity in the United States. It is a more socially and culturally suitable term because not 
all black ethnicity people are from Africa.  
Human Capital:  A person possess a collection of resources that are knowledge, talents, 
skills, abilities, experiences, and intelligence that reflect the norms of one`s sociocultural 
circumstances. In other words, as a person acquires those skills, a society where s/he belongs 
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also receives benefits from the member. In my study, human capital meant all the skills, 
knowledge, and experiences that were available and utilized by my participants both inside and 
outside HLL class.    
Mixed-Race Koreans (Mixed-Heritage Koreans): Sometimes this term is used for dual 
ethnic Koreans but this varies depending on the area of study. In Korea, many times, 
“Amerasian” is used to refer to Mixed-Race Koreans, but this is often misused since the term 
refers to persons of mixed Korean American ancestry. However, since not all of the Mixed-Race 
Koreans are descendants of only America and Korea, Amerasian is more suitable for studies with 
only Mixed-Race Koreans. “Kosian” is another widely term used for Mixed-Race Koreans, but it 
legally defines individuals of mixed Korean/Asian heritage. For this dissertation, I used Mixed-
Race Korean for general purpose in the literature review, but for the rest of the dissertation, I 
used Mixed-Heritage Korean intentionally since the purpose and settings of my study is closely 
tied to Korean heritage language and culture.  
Code switching: I will follow Heller’s definition of code switching, “the use of more than 
one language in the course of a single communicative episode” (1988, p. 1) 
Theoretical Framework  
The overarching theoretical framework of my study is a sociocultural linguistic 
perspective. Sociocultural linguistics is the study of language as a complex set of resources and 
of their value, distribution, rights of ownership, and effects (Hymes, 1964, 1974; Bakhtin, 1981; 
Gumperz, 1982; Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). It is not the study of an abstract language, but the study 
of concrete language resources with which people make different investments and to which they 
attribute different values and degrees of usefulness.   
Under the umbrella of a sociocultural linguistic framework, I found three main 
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frameworks to study Korean heritage language learners’ experiences in relation to identities: (a) 
experiences of identity formation, (b) language and identities, and (c) poststructuralist 
perspectives on identity. These three perspectives were important for the following reasons. 
First, to study experiences related to identity formation I considered identities from a person’s 
daily experiences and their interaction with others (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004; Dewey 1938; 
Wenger, 1998). Second, investigating the relationship between language and identity must 
include the impact of language ideology on a person’s daily life (Cummins, 1996; Norton, 2000). 
Last, poststructuralist perspectives on identity helped me to examine identity from a larger 
social, political, economic, and cultural system to address relations between identities and power 
relations (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991; Norton, 2000; Weedon, 1987). 
Although these perspectives may emphasize different aspects and issues of identity, they all 
reject the assumptions of identity as static, unitary, and discrete, and share some basic 
assumptions about identity as hybrid, multiple, conflicting, unfixed, and evolving.  
According to a sociocultural perspective of identities, the meaning of a certain context 
lies not in a stable structure with fixed categories, but in the people’s interactions within multiple 
layers of discourse contexts (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). My review of theories on identity fit the 
nature of my inquiry because I am focusing on sociocultural influences and reflective discourses 
in Korean heritage language learners within and across social settings. I viewed language use and 
communication as forms of social activity. From these theoretical perspectives, my study 
envisioned the relations between language, culture, and social identity as mutually constitutive 
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Cazden, 1986; Norton, 2001; Wenger, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978).  
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Organization of the Chapters 
This chapter provides an overview of this research project. In Chapter Two, I review 
historical and current literature in sociocultural theories: (a) sociocultural linguistics, (b) 
community of practice, (c) language and identities, (d) human capital theory, (e) ethnic identity, 
(f) heritage language, and (g) Korean Americans in contemporary contexts. In Chapter Three, I 
describe the qualitative research and narrative inquiry methodologies and describe my 
participants, research settings, data collection, and other relevant information. In Chapter Four, 
Five, and Six, I discuss the findings for participants in each group: (a) Korean American heritage 
learners, (b) Mixed-Heritage learners, and (c) Korean adoptee heritage learners. These chapters 
include the stories of each participant and describe how they (re)constructed their identities 
through their HLL both in class and out of class. In Chapter Seven, I discuss the findings related 
to my two research questions by using seven concepts derived from my literature review: (a) 
linguistic identity, (b) ethnic identity, (c) Community of Practice, (d) human capital theory, (e) 
use of multimedia, (f) family and peer relations, and (g) religion. I also offer a conclusion and 
suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 
This section consists of two parts. First, I review literature on a sociocultural theoretical 
framework used for this study, with a separate discussion on the concept of a ‘Community of 
Practice’. I then present a review of the literature on (a) language and identities, (b) ethnic 
identity, (c) heritage language, and (d) Korean Americans in historical and contemporary 
contexts. Investigating these areas provided the foundation for my study, helped me better 
understand my participants, and provided theoretical lenses to analyze and interpret my data.  
Sociocultural Theoretical Framework 
Sociocultural theories have provided a strong theoretical framework for language studies 
for many decades in that these theories view language and culture as tools for sharing social 
norms, values, beliefs, and thoughts (Gee, 2000; Geertz, 1973; Heath, 1982; McCarthey, 1997; 
Rogoff, 2003; Street, 1995). According to Rogoff (2003), sociocultural theory represents a 
general agreement that individual development constitutes, and is constituted by, social and 
cultural historical activities and practices. She argues that people contribute to the creation of 
cultural processes and cultural processes contribute to the creation of people. Rogoff claims that 
“Culture is not static; it is formed from the efforts of people working together, using and 
adapting material and symbolic tools provided by predecessors and in the process creating new 
ones” (Rogoff, 2003, p. 51).  
In the same vein, Heath (1982) urged the study of language in context and the inclusion 
of language in the study of cultures. Many other sociocultural theorists, especially in 
sociocultural linguistics and linguistic anthropology, have studied the relationship of language 
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and culture considering the importance of contexts and interactions of its users (Agha, 2007; 
Bucholtz, 2011; Gumperz, 1982; Heller, 1992, 1995; Mendoza-Denton, 2008; Rampton, 1995).  
Sociocultural Linguistics  
Language is both a repository of cultural meanings and a medium for the production of 
meaning in everyday life. Educators and linguists such as Dewey, Hymes, Bakhtin, Labov, and 
Gumperz are pioneering scholars who attempted to embrace sociocultural perspectives as a 
theoretical framework in the field of education and linguistics.  
According to Mesthrie (2008), Labov was “the initiator of an elaborate body of work that 
broke new ground in understanding language in its social contexts, accounting for linguistic 
changes, and broadening the goals of linguistic theory” (p. 69). Most of his works were focused 
on the understanding of language variations and dialect used in urban contexts. He also 
elaborated the transformation of experience in narrative syntax and provided good examples 
(Labov, 1972). He grounded his argument in the reactions of listeners to the narratives he 
described and argues that the working-class way of speaking (i.e., African American Vernacular 
English) has distinct advantages over more educated styles because of its suitability in translating 
personal experience into dramatic form. By analyzing large numbers of words in the speech of 
large samples of speakers and correlating them with different social groups, Labov demonstrated 
how a society was organized in terms of speech behavior.  
Hymes (1974) also argued that in learning a language, human beings must learn not only 
how to construct sentences in that language, but also they must acquire knowledge of a set of 
ways in which sentences are used. In the same vein, Gumperz (1982) focused his studies of 
language on social identity. His work stressed that the linguistic sign is ‘dialogic,’ and hence best 
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studied in context, not in isolated interview utterances. Gumperz argued that language is socially 
grounded, existing in context-bound encounters between individuals.  
Arguments from Gumperz and Hymes share similarities with that of Bakhtin (1981). 
Bakhtin argued that each individual utterance is a link in the chain of speech communion. Based 
on his argument, it is clear that Bakhtin was not thinking of abstract linguistic minimums, but 
language as a worldview. As Bakhtin explained in his book, the activity of a character in a novel 
is always ideologically demarcated, that is “his agency plays a key role in his interaction and 
negotiation with other people and he has his own perception of the world that is incarnated in his 
action and in his discourse” (p. 335). He also insisted that a word forms a concept of its own 
object in a dialogic way.  
Scholars with sociocultural linguistic perspectives pay attention to the influence of the 
social context in the construction of the self (Bakhtin, 1981; Bruner, 1990; Vygotsky, 1986). 
They contend that one of the presuppositions behind a sociocultural theoretical framework is that 
as human beings participate in society, their mental functioning and powers are realized through 
culture. Among the several methods that human beings use, language and discourse modes and 
forms of logical and narrative explication are some of the methods that human beings use to 
interact with the contexts around them. Bruner (1990) stated that “human beings do not terminate 
at their own skins; they are expressions of a culture” (p. 12).  
Other sociocultural linguists have paid attention to the performativity of language. In fact, 
the theory on the performance of language users has been a specific sociocultural content for 
study since Goffman (1981) offered the concepts of footing, frame, performativity and self-
representation. According to Goffman’s definition, a frame refers to the cognitive space 
connected to social agents and their activities. As Goffman notes, a frame is not merely a product 
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of cognition, but something that is pre-built by social organization and natural laws, and initiates 
social activities. Then social actors shift, reorganize, and readjust the given frame to serve their 
own purposes.  
Goffman’s idea has been widely accepted by many sociocultural linguists and Judith 
Butler is one of them. Butler’s understanding of performativity provides key ways of opening up 
an understanding of language, identity, and performance. Focusing centrally on gender, Butler 
(1990) argues, “gender proves to be performative--that is, constituting the identity it is purported 
to be. In this sense, gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be said 
to preexist the deed” (p. 34). Performativity then, following Butler, is understood as the way in 
which we perform acts of identity as an ongoing series of social and cultural performances rather 
than as the expression of a prior identity (Bloomaert, 2010). In the same vein, Pennycook (2007) 
argued that language should be considered not just a system of a set of structures but more like a 
social, ideological, historical construction, which finally became a product of social 
performance. 
Bauman & Briggs (1990) discussed performativity and claimed that the concept of 
performativity should be reshaped within a wider scope as in an ethnographic perspective. They 
argued that “performance-based research can yield insights into diverse facets of language use 
and their interrelations and decentering and recontexturalization have powerful implications for 
the conduct of social life” (p. 61). Therefore, performance is “a highly reflexive mode of 
communication and is a mode of social production; specific products include texts, and 
decentered discourse” (p. 73).  
In sum, the above literature helped me to explore how people negotiate identities within 
specific social interactions, as well as how people link particular identity performances to other 
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contexts and to larger-scale phenomena, such as ethnicity, class, gender, the nation-state, and 
beyond.  
Community of Practice 
Weedon (1987) argues that language is a factor for community access (or exclusion). She 
states that language is “the place where our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity, is constructed” 
(p. 21). According to Schiefflin and Ochs (1986), “socialization is a continuous and open-ended 
process that spans the entire life of an individual” (p. 320). As a key tool for socialization, 
language thus serves the purpose of interaction of human beings and it may be highly formalized 
and regimented among the members of a certain community.      
Since the publication of Lave and Wenger book (1991), Situated Learning: Legitimate 
Peripheral Participation, the concept of “Communities of Practice (hereafter: CoP) has been a 
focus of much attention, first as a theory of learning and later as part of the field of knowledge 
management.  
According to Wenger (1998), a CoP consists of a group of people who share a passion for 
something that they know how to do, i.e., their ‘practices’ and those who interact regularly, and 
learn how to do it better. In pursuing their interest in their domain, members of the community 
engage in joint activities and discussions, help each other, and share information. They build 
relationships that enable them to learn from each other. They develop a shared repertoire of 
resources--experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring problems—in short, shared 
practices. This takes time and sustained interaction.  
For Wenger (1998), learning is an integral part of our everyday lives. Wenger argues, 
“people all belong to several communities of practice everywhere and at any given time” (p. 6). 
Membership in a CoP is a matter of mutual engagement and this is what defines the community. 
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Mutual engagement requires consistent interactions among the members of community and 
sometimes it brings conflicts and arguments among the members of community. Although 
Wenger did not explicitly describe the way to deal with conflicts and disagreements, he admitted 
to diversity of interests and that a CoP entails a heterogeneous community. In a CoP, each 
participant finds a unique place and gains a unique identity, which is both further integrated and 
further defined in the course of engagement in practice. He also argues that the indigenous 
production of practice “makes a community of practice the locus of creative achievements and 
the locus of inbred failures; the locus of resistance to oppression and the locus of the 
reproduction of its conditions; the cradle of the self but also the potential cage of the soul” 
(Wenger, 1998, p. 85).  
He provided a list of indicators for a CoP: 
1. Sustained mutual relationships 
2. Shared ways of engaging in doing things together 
3. The rapid flow of information and propagation of innovation 
4. Absence of introductory preambles, as if conversations and 
interactions were merely the continuation of an ongoing process 
5. Quick setup of problems to be discussed 
6. Substantial overlap in participants’ descriptions of who belongs 
7. Knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they can 
contribute to an enterprise 
8. Mutually defining identities 
9. The ability to assess the appropriateness of actions and products 
10. Specific tools, representations, and other artifacts 
11. Local lore, shared stories, inside jokes, knowing laughter 
12. Jargon and shortcuts to communication as well as the ease of 
producing new ones 
13. Certain styles recognized as displaying membership 
14. A shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world  
For Wenger, “negotiation” is an important aspect of a CoP. According to Wenger, 
negotiation means continuous interaction, gradual achievement, and give-and-take. The 
negotiation of meaning is a process that is shaped by multiple elements and that affects these 
elements in return. In negotiation, “power plays a role and the power of producers is pitted 
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against the power of consumers. Meaning is something we negotiate and is socially contested” 
(p. 29).  
In Wenger’s concept of CoP, differences within the members of a group are valued as 
equally as similarities (Banks & Banks, 2001; Freire, 1970). Maintaining similarities but 
admitting differences may sound contradictory and often requires a lot of effort in keeping the 
balance between the two. Wenger admitted that conflicts and different opinions are inevitable in 
the process of negotiation and that “mutual engagement does not require homogeneity; a joint 
enterprise does not mean agreement in any simple sense” (p. 78). In fact, in some communities, 
disagreement can be viewed as a productive part of the enterprise. The negotiation of meaning is 
ongoing and open-ended, involving both participation and reification.  
According to Wenger, the formation of a CoP is also “the negation of identities” (p. 149). 
Wenger (1998) identified three modes of belonging to social learning systems, namely 
engagement, imagination, and alignment. Engagement is “a source of identity” (p. 174); it has 
time and space limitations since one can only be in one place at a specific period of time. 
Imagination refers to “a process of expanding ourselves by transcending out time and space and 
creating new images of the world and ourselves” (p. 176). Thus, imagination is capable of 
extending our experiences beyond the boundary of mutual engagement. Alignment means 
“coordinating our energy and activities in order to fit within structures and contribute to broader 
enterprise” (p. 174). Through alignment people coordinate their action with a certain community 
and become part of it. 
Identity for Wenger includes three main concepts--social, cultural, and historical. He 
viewed identity as the interconnection point between a community and an individual and 
therefore insists that the focus of identity should be on the process of their mutual constitution. 
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However, he did not discard the idea that there can be tensions between individuals and 
collectivities and that is why Wenger emphasized mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and 
shared repertoire as standards for a CoP. In addition to this, since an identity is a layering of 
events of “participation” and “reification,” bringing the two together through the negotiation of 
meaning is a key element for Wenger. He argues, “In the same way that meaning exists in its 
negotiation, identity exists--not as an object in and of itself--but in the constant work of 
negotiating the self” (p. 151).  
A major contribution of Wenger’s concept of CoP is that the question of what is learned 
by participants is answered in terms of identity. According to Wenger (1998, p. 4), in a CoP 
learning is viewed as “an encompassing process of being active participants in the practices of 
social communities and constructing identities in relation to these communities membership” 
(Wenger, 1998, p. 158). In other words, membership in a CoP translates into an identity as a 
form of competence. While the community constructs their identities, community members also 
negotiate their positioning and investment in learning.  
According to Wenger, a healthy identity is socially empowering rather than 
marginalizing. For example, when new members join a CoP as a newcomer, they must construct 
heir own unique identities and they also provide new models for different ways of participating 
and reification. The following is a the summary of his concept of identity;  
1. Lived – Identity is not merely a category, a personality trait, a role, or a label, it is 
more fundamentally an experience that involves both participation and reification. 
2. Negotiated – identity is a becoming; the work of identity is ongoing and pervasive. It 
is not confined to specific periods of life, like adolescence, or to specific settings, like 
the family.  
3. Social – Community membership gives the formation of identity a fundamentally 
social character. Our membership manifests itself in the familiarity we experience 
with certain social context.  
4. A learning process - An identity is a trajectory in time that incorporates both past and 
future into the meaning of the present.  
 22 
5. A nexus - An identity combines multiple forms of membership through a process of 
reconciliation across boundaries of practice. 
6. A local-global interplay – An identity is neither narrowly local nor abstractly global. 
Like practice, it is interplay of both. (Wenger, 1998, p. 163)  
In Wenger’s social theory of learning, individuals construct an identity within each of 
their present and past CoPs. In other words, new comers in a community have to negotiate their 
identity formation with old-comers of the community. Since we are all members of a number of 
wide ranging communities of practice, we have multiple identities connected with these varied 
communities. 
One of the concepts that a CoP offers is that it allows researchers to do simultaneous 
micro-level and macro-level analyses. According to Holmes and Meyerhoff (1999), since CoPs 
require detailed ethnographic analysis of discourse in context, micro-level analysis is inevitable. 
However, in the same line, by focusing on context, a CoP also needs to be “described within a 
wider context which gives it meaning and distinctiveness” (p. 181). By adapting this concept of 
dual-analysis of a CoP, I have a better understanding and can use these ideas to interpret the 
identity stories from the participants in my study.  
The last concept I want to bring from Wenger is his concept of identification, which was 
useful for describing the HLL processes of my participants. According to Wenger (1998), the 
concept of identification is not merely a relation between people and community, but rather a 
place in between that “includes other participants, social configurations, categories, enterprise, 
actions, artifacts, and so forth” (p. 192). Identification may be explored through engagement, 
imagination, and alignment, which are the three modes of belonging. These three modes of 
belongings were helpful to understand the process of identity formation and HLL processes in 
my study. Wenger explained these modes of belonging as following:  
1) Engagement – active involvement in mutual processes of negotiation of meaning. 
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2) Imagination – creating images of the world and seeing connections through time and 
space by extrapolating from our own experience.  
3) Alignment – coordinating out energy and activities in order to fit within broader 
structures and contribute to broader enterprises. (Wenger, 1998, p. 174)  	  
In sum, Wenger’s idea of learning and identity were useful to my research project in that 
he views learning as situated within everyday practices and identity as an image of oneself as 
well as a byproduct of a meaningful negotiations between “participative experience” and 
“reificative projections,” which evolve constantly. His other concepts, identification and 
membership were also be helpful to interpret the stories of the participants within wider 
sociocultural perspectives. In my research project, the concept of a CoP was not used to define 
particular groups but rather to encompass “participation in an activity system about which 
participants share understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in their 
lives and for their communities” (p. 98).    
Language and Identities   
 People do not speak monologically, but are always engaging within some kinds of 
settings and contexts (Goffman, 1979; Bakhtin, 1981). Language plays a significant role in one’s 
identity construction. Each language carries its own power and meaning, constructed by 
language users embedded in their situated contexts (Bourdieu, 1991; Gee, 1996; Norton, 2000; 
Pennycook, 1998).  
According to Block (2007), language identity is defined as the “assumed or attributed 
relationship between one’s sense of self and a means of communication which might be known 
as a language (e.g., English), a dialect (e.g., Geordie), or a sociolect (e.g., football-speak)” (p. 
40). Pierce (1995) argued that it is through language that a person “negotiates a sense of self 
within and across different sites at different points in time” (p. 13).  In 2005, Bucholtz and Hall 
described “identities” as “constituted through social action, and especially through language” (p. 
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588) and they further explained that “intersubjectively was produced and interactionally 
emergent” (p. 587). 
Educational researchers have adopted a variety of theoretical positions, such as 
sociocultural (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Kanno & Norton, 2003; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004) 
and poststructuralist (Bourdieu, 1977, 1991; Bhabha, 1994; Norton, 2000; Weedon, 1997), to 
study identities, focusing on various aspects such as linguistic identity, cultural identity, national 
identity, gender identity, professional identity and so on. Sociocultural perspectives provide a 
framework to examine identity from a person’s daily experiences and interactions with others 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2004; Dewey, 1938; Wenger, 1998). Poststructalist inquiry contributes 
to studies of language identities in that it enables researchers to reinterpret the notion of identity. 
For poststructuralist scholars, identities are multiple, dynamic, and subject to change, and the 
relationship between language and identity is mutually constitutive, On the one hand, language 
supplies the terms and other linguistic means by which identities are expressed and the linguistic 
resources individuals use serve to index their identities (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004).  
Within a linguistic community, however large or small its scale, diverse and contrasting 
identities are relatively positioned together through the language practices of its members. Street 
(1995) argues that a set of social practices is deeply associated with identity and the social 
positions of its members. In 1999, Ting-Toomey argued that identities are viewed as reflecting 
self-images, constructed, experienced, and communicated by individuals within a culture and the 
context of a particular interaction. Numerous studies have focused on language and social 
identities viewed as fluid and constructed in linguistic interactions (Blommaert, 2010; Gumprez, 
1982; Kanno & Norton, 2003; Norton, 2000).  
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Bourdieu (1977) emphasized the language learning and uses involved in political 
dynamics. He stated that communicating in a language essentially involves power relations 
between speakers and that these define the appropriateness of language use. The recognition of 
the realities of multilingual societies brings policies and powers related to language varieties into 
the complex matrix of identities and uses.  
Bourdieu’s (1977, 1991) theories of habitus, science, objectivity, and symbolic capital 
have often been quoted. In terms of language and its symbolic power, Bourdieu takes language 
to be not merely a method of communication, but also a mechanism of power. Among the 
theoretical concepts introduced by Bourdieu, I particularly focused on “cultural capital” 
considering how Korean language might be considered a valuable addition or possession to 
heritage language learners. Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital in my study can be regarded as 
the HLL process and the underlying motivation and urge of the heritage learners. Korean 
language skill is knowledge that a learner chooses to gain as a result of the selection from a wide 
range of other cultural contents that could have been chosen. In other words, the learners in my 
study chose to study Korean, their heritage language, reflecting certain motivations and this may 
reveal the social, cultural, and political power dynamics as well as the dominant ideology of their 
social networks.    
What is important in Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital is that it describes the power 
relations in society. In dynamic social networks, power lies in between several social artifacts 
such as economy, politics, and cultural practices. Power is available to the people who have the 
power and maintain cultural capital that is considered valuable and meaningful in the social 
networks. Cultural capital allows certain people to have advantages over others who do not 
possess capital and in this way; the cultural capital gains its status in the social networks.  
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Some later criticized Bourdieu’s concept because it lacked clarity in describing each 
concept (Sulivan, 2002) and it only focused on aspects of mainstream or dominant culture 
(Goldthorpe, 2007). However, it still remains a valuable theoretical concept and a powerful tool 
for investigating social phenomena and its meaning in various sociocultural contexts. 
A growing body of research has shown that identities that are well grounded in a macro 
frame, such as postcolonial perspectives, have high self-esteem (Ogbu, 1978, 2003; Bhabha, 
1994). Anthropologist John Ogbu (1978) coined the term, ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’ 
minorities within a cultural-ecological viewpoint. He found differences between the dominant 
group and the minority group--especially for African Americans--and concluded that the 
differences were the result of the treatment of minority groups in society at large as well as by 
the perceptions of the minorities and their responses to the treatment.  
A similar assertion is made in Lew’s (2007) study on Korean American high school 
dropouts in an urban context. She examined how Korean high school dropouts’ educational 
achievement and aspirations were fundamentally based on larger social forces--the 
socioeconomic backgrounds of their families, access to social capital at home and in their 
communities, and structural support and caring relationships with teachers and counselors at 
school. She argued that low status Asians negotiated their racial and ethnic identities differently 
than other racial minorities. To negotiate and resist such institutional barriers in their homes, 
schools, and communities, these lower SES Korean American high students were dropping out 
of high school and adopting behaviors that were not conducive to school achievement.  
There has been a growing body of literature focusing on the relation between language 
and identity. Hall (1997) argues that language is central to shaping the worldview of cultures and 
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the key repository of cultural values and meanings. Eckert (2000) argues that “individual identity 
is not constructed in a vacuum; it is co-constructed with group identities” (p. 42).  
In the same vein, Rampton (1995) takes an interactional view that through dialogue, 
individuals negotiate and construct their identities by showing an example of Puzabi adolescents 
and their mixed ideologies and identities in code switching between two languages. Mishler 
(1999) suggests that one of the characteristics of identity is based on relationships in which 
individuals construct their identities by aligning or contrasting themselves with other people. In 
sum, identities are not something individuals possess, but they are something that is perpetually 
constructed and re-constructed through social interaction as a package of complex, dynamic, 
relational, shifting, flexible, ongoing, situated, and developmental self-concepts (Bucholtz & 
Hall 2004, 2005; Eckert 2000; Mendoza-Denton 2008).  
Drawing on Bourdieu and Weedon, Norton (1990) did a qualitative study with five 
immigrant women in Canada and their concept of learning second languages in their home, 
workplace, and communities. She was particularly interested in the social and linguistic identity 
that these five women faced in their given sociocultural contexts. The five women’s identities 
were constructed, reconstructed, and shifted as they negotiated their sociocultural contexts. 
Norton described the women’s learning process with the word, “investment” (Norton, 1990, 
1995). By referencing Bordieu’s “cultural capital,” she insisted that “[they] expect or hope to 
have a good return on that investment--a return that will give them access to hitherto unattainable 
resources” (Norton, 1995, p.17). According to her, the multiple desires and social identity that 
the language learners in her study (1990) showed is different than instrumental motivation in that 
with instrumental motivation theory, desires and identity remain in the domain of personal 
property and traits. Hence, she focused on the relationship of language learners to the social 
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contexts and argued that with the notion of investment, language learners are “constantly 
organizing and reorganizing a sense of who they are and how they relate to the social world” (p. 
18). 
In her 1997 article, Norton offers two different terms for identity--cultural identity and 
social identity. According to her, social identity is “the relationship between the individual and 
the larger social world, as mediated through institutions such as families, schools, workplaces, 
social services and courts of law” (p. 13). Also, cultural identity is the “the relationship between 
individuals and members of a group who share a common history, a common language, and 
similar ways of understanding the world” (p. 13). Although these two identities seem separate 
from each other, Norton asserts that they have more similarities than differences and thus 
identities are fluid and hybrid. Later, Norton (2000) focuses on relationships and explains that 
identity is influenced by “how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, how that 
relationship is constructed across time and space, and how the person understands possibilities 
for the future” (p. 5).  
There is further research on language and identity that explores language usages, identity 
formation, and shifts within races or social classes (Bucholtz 2011; Hill, 2001; Labov, 1972; 
Mendoza-Denton, 2008; Rampton, 1995). For some scholars (Fairclough, 1992; Gee, 2005), the 
concept of discourse offers a bridge between society and the individual. According to Fairclough 
(2003), discourse is a way of representing aspects of the world related to social positioning.  
Sociocultural discourse and dialogue represent an identity kit, which includes devices such as 
ways with words, meanings, values, beliefs, thoughts, interactions, and attitudes (Gee, 2002).  
Recently, with the globalization of language studies, there has been a growing body of 
literature focusing on the relation between language and identity in transnational spaces. Bhatt 
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(2008) argues that language is the key to understanding how identities are constructed and how 
individuals position themselves based on certain global processes. Hall (1997) states that 
individuals have simultaneous memberships and multiple, fluid identities related to different 
groups. McCarthey (1998, 2002) examined the role of learners’ social and cultural identities in 
learning English, and suggests that identities shape the ways in which students view the world 
and influences how they perform their daily practices within varied sociocultural contexts.  
Lam (2009) studied how a Chinese immigrant youth used IM (Instance Messages) to 
negotiate social relationships with multiple linguistic and cultural communities across countries 
and how her participation in these multilingual and trans-geographic online networks affected 
her literacy use and learning. Her participant constantly negotiated the complex semiotic 
practices in her digital networks across countries--various contexts--and throughout this activity 
the key participant formed multilayered identities and it finally enabled her to succeed in 
multiple types of linguistic communities. As Moll (1995) advised, each individual uses his/her 
language to support communication and it should be extended beyond linguistic factors to 
validate the individual’s language, culture, and identities that are used to build self-esteem and 
self-confidence.  
With a growing interest in issues of the identities of second language learners, several 
Korean scholars have examined the relation between identities and language of Koreans and 
Korean Americans in transnational spaces. In these studies of social behavior, including but not 
limited to language, they found participants tried either to fit within essential categories or to 
construct new ways of identifying themselves and others (Kang & Lo, 2004; Jeon, 2010; Jo, 
2001; Lee, 2004; Shin, 2005; Song, 2010). For example, Lee (2004) found that English mixing in 
Korean popular music (hereafter: K-Pop) is prevalent and heterogeneous in its forms and 
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functions. K-Pop provides a discursive space for South Korean youth, either artists or audiences, 
to assert their self-identity, to create new meanings, to challenge dominant representations of 
authority, to resist mainstream norms and values, and to reject older generations’ conservatism. 
Jeon (2010) did a longitudinal qualitative study with Korean language learning college students 
focusing on their linguistic and ethnic identities and how those shifted depending on their 
sociocultural contexts. She argued that Korean learning offered a positive place for students to be 
able to shape, reshape, and negotiate their linguistic and ethnic identities.  
In sum, the literature on language and identities were reviewed in this section. 
Conceptualizing identities as socially fluid, transferable, and dynamic has been widely accepted 
especially for the past two decades in the field of linguistics and education. The main purpose of 
this review on identities was not to compare the difference in the various theoretical positions but 
to articulate themes that appear across these theories: (a) identities are situated, (b) identities are 
products of negotiation and (re)construction among its community members, and (c) identities 
are closely related to power.  
Human Capital Theory  
Human capital theory has been used by researchers in education. The concept originally 
derives from economics. Schultz (1961, 1963), economist, invented the term to reflect the value 
of human capacities. He views knowledge, skills, education, ability, judgment, and experiences 
of people as having value and this value is not equal among the members of a society. In other 
words, all possible collections of resources that one possesses have economic measures within 
the social environment. Therefore, people invest their time and effort in order to be a more 
valuable human resource compared to others.   
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According to human capital theory, value is entirely dependent on that person’s capacity 
to apply his/her knowledge in an economically profitable enterprise. By highlighting how 
different concepts of knowledge are intertwined, this theory originated from arguments that 
education and training would eventually increase productivity of the worker’s labor cost, and, by 
sharing useful knowledge and techniques, their incomes and sociocultural status would be 
increased.  
Many studies have shown that people immigrate to a new country with an desire for 
better life conditions, such as formal education and higher profits, which make them attractive to 
the labor market (Iredale, 2001; Portes, 1995). Colic-Peisker and Walker (2003) did a qualitative 
interview study with Bosnian refugees assessing their choice of settling in Australia. By adapting 
two theories, social identity and acculturation theory with human capital theory, they described 
what happened after the resettlement of migration, the refugees’ identity construction, and their 
individual strategies of adaptation. Other study also have examined the relationship between 
human capital theory and its influence on immigrants’ outcomes and argued that families with 
limited resources and low social class status face more challenges and obstacles to attaining 
successful integration to the dominant society (Goldthorpe, 2003).  
Bourdieu’s (1977, 1991) notions (i.e., cultural capital, social capital, and symbolic capital) 
are somewhat similar to human capital theory. According to Bourdieu’s theory, language skills 
can be considered a valuable asset and capital, but this linguistic capital may have higher or 
lower value depending on the sociocultural contexts. By adapting Bourdieu’s argument, Heller 
(2003) insisted that language is more an economic commodity rather than a collection of cultural 
symbols in a globalized world.  
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With her study of Korean adoptee’s social and cultural adjustment in modern South 
Korean contexts, Kim (2012) framed adoption as an intangible asset. She argued that Koreans 
are now framing adoption as an investment in Western education and knowledge. After Koreans 
experienced the IMF5 period, the Korean government policy changed and adoptees have been 
recognized as overseas Koreans, “framed as assets to the nation during a moment of crisis in 
which the South Korean state sought to capture co-ethnic sentiments and mobilize transnational 
economic capital in the construction of a deterritorizlied, global Korea” (p. 300-301). She also 
insisted that adoptees are now more recognized “as individual success stories, with adoptee 
musicians, artists, politicians, diplomats, and of course sports celebrities, frequently appearing in 
media reports” (p. 306). 
Although this human capital model cannot be literally applied to the three different 
groups of heritage learners--Korean Americans, Korean Americans, Mixed-Heritage Korean 
Americans, and Korean adoptees--by definition, some of them did not migrate voluntarily, they 
still made decisions about how to utilize their human capital in the sociocultural contexts around 
them. This decision reflects their assessment of their human capital and the feedback they 
receive from their communities in their social environments. The sociocultural and economic 
feedback they received helped them to make decisions about whether HLL would be useful or 
not. This decision also included choices that the learners made such as whether to participate or 
not in local ethnic communities and/or other communities around them.   
In sum, as the world becomes more globalized, human capital theory has gathered 
attention from scholars in diverse areas. Human capital theory may be an effective model to 
explain the intertwined relationship of HLL practice and how learners construct their identities in 
                                                
5	  In 1997, Korean experienced serious financial crisis so asked help to International Monetary Fund (IMF)	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their social environment. In addition, thinking about language learning as an investment in 
human capital enabled me to have a better understanding when interpreting the stories I gathered 
from the participants in my study.  
Ethnic Identity 
 Many aspects of a person can be considered components of their identities, including 
race and ethnicity. Ethnicity plays a role in how a person reacts to socially constructed beliefs, 
concepts, and social practices. Ethnicity is derived from the Greek word, ethnos, and refers to 
people. In the dictionary it is defined as a group of people who share common cultural, religious, 
and linguistic patterns that are investigated aspects of ethnic identity. Some were interested in 
defining ethnic identity for White Americans. According to Gans (1979) with his study of the 
meaning of ethnic identities of White American who were descendants of European immigrants, 
ethnic identities have become primarily symbolic attachments to one’s ancestral community. 
After conducting an in-depth interview study of the practices of third- and fourth-generation 
White ethnics in the suburbs of San Francisco and Philadelphia, Waters (1990) concluded that 
ethnicity is flexible and optional for White Americans. However, she also argues that ethnic 
claims work for whites only since other ethnic groups often face discrimination and strict 
boundaries around their identity choices. In a recent article, Waters (2014) proposes two 
important changes in society that would impact the maintenance of ethnic identity with European 
immigrant descendent groups. Her predictions, which are modified from Gan’s (1979), are that 
there will be: (a) a high volume of ongoing immigration to the USA from diverse ethnic groups 
around the world, and (b) growth of genetic testing to assess ancestry and ethnic origins.  
 Other researchers have been interested in ethnic identity with non-White ethnic groups. 
According to Phinney (1990), ethnic identity comprises a number of different components such 
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as language, behavior, values, and knowledge of one’s ethnic group history and membership, the 
latter of which can be achieved through a member’s active and dynamic participation in the 
social context. Phinney (2003) also later defines ethnic identity as “a dynamic, multidimensional 
construct that refers to one’s identity of sense as member of an ethnic group” (p.63). 
In 1990, Phinney proposed an ethnic identity model by adapting Erickson’s (1968) 
developmental model and Marcia’s (1966, 1980) four ego identity statuses, which are based on 
Erikson’s theory. Erikson proposes that identities develop as the result of periods of exploration 
and experimentation throughout one’s lifetime. In line with Erikson's identity formation, Phinney 
focuses on the adolescent and her model consists of four stages: (a) diffused identity (little or no 
exploration of one’s identity), (b) foreclosed identity (having adopted the attitudes and beliefs 
about one's ethnic group without any self-exploration), (c) moratorium (an exploration period 
where adolescents express a keen interest in learning more about their culture), and (c) achieved 
identity (an ultimate outcome where individuals who possess an achieved identity).  
Other scholars have paid attention to ethnic identity development of a specific ethnic 
group. Cross’s (1978) Black Negro-to-Black conversion model, and the Hispanic American 
minority model by Atkinson, Morten and Sue (1993) are examples of models of racial identity 
formation. Kim (1981) developed five stages of Asian American identity development by 
conducting an interview study with 10 third-generation Japanese American women. The five 
stages of Asian American identity development she proposed are: (a) ethnic awareness, (b) 
White identification, (c) awakening social political consciousness, (d) redirection to an Asian 
American consciousness, and (e) incorporation.  
Other scholars have proposed models with four or five stages of ethnic identity (Atkinson 
et al., 1993; Cross, 1978; Kim, 1981), but they are similar in kind and move from stage to stage, 
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and from weak to strong acknowledgement of one’s ethnic minority status and cultural and 
identity exploration. In the end individuals find a way, or not, to solve identity conflicts and 
incorporate ethnic and social identity (Tse, 2000).  
In a study of parental influences on ethnic identity formation with 60 adolescents from 3 
ethnic groups (Asian American, Black, and Hispanic), Phinney and Nakayama (1991) found 
interesting co-relationship with parents’ ethnic identity and their patterns in terms of educating 
their children to enhance ethnic identity. Parents with high scores in ethnic identity provided 
more information to their children on all aspects of ethnic socialization. In the study of college 
students from four ethnic groups, Phinney and Alipuria (1990) found that ethnic minority 
students rated ethnicity as a central identity concern, equal to religion and above politics. 
Among the several scholars who have investigated the relation between ethnic identity 
and its impact on development of social identities, Tse (2000) may be the first one who focused 
on the issue of heritage language attitudes and ethnic identity development. Tse did a qualitative 
study analyzing 39 published personal stories from retrospective interviews of studies that were 
focused on ethnic identity formation and development. Among the 39 stories, 13 were of Chinese 
descent, ten of Japanese, four of Filipino, four of Korean, and one of Indian ancestry and the rest 
of the stories were from mixed heritages. She was particularly interested in Ethnic 
Ambivalence/Evasion (EAE), which is predominantly found with ethnic minorities during 
childhood and adolescence. Tse concluded that heritage language is closely associated with the 
ethnic group and their perception of the heritage language determines their interests in 
developing their heritage language.  
In sum, ethnic identity should be viewed as more than just a group membership or 
ascribed characteristics of a group because ethnic identity is affected by numerous other 
 36 
sociocultural contexts, such as family, community, and social structure; feelings are tied strongly 
to the contexts around them (See Jimenez, 2010, p. 1757). Based on the definitions proposed by 
Phinney (1990, 2003), instead of considering identity as a membership or label, I defined ethnic 
identity in my study as a broader and more fluid perspective, as a complex, multidimensional 
construction that varies across members of an ethnic group.  
Ethnic identity of Korean Americans. Waters (1990) argued that most Americans have 
some choices in ethnic identity and the ability to practice symbolic ethnicity (Gans, 1979). Gans 
uses the term, symbolic ethnicity, to mean a type of ethnicity expressed through symbols. He 
argues that certain ethnic associations are mainly symbolic so individuals can pick and choose 
among different ethnicities in their family backgrounds. This idea is later further developed by 
Waters (1990) who argues that ethnic identity for White Americans became an optional choice 
for individuals. As described above, there are many studies in the field of ethnic identity 
conducted with White Americans or Black Americans, However, Asian ethnic groups are 
underrepresented in empirical research (Phinney, 1990) even though the rate of immigration 
from Asian countries to the United States has significantly increased in recent years.  
According to Koo (2008), studies of Korean Americans and their ethnic identities can be 
divided into two phases: (a) Korean immigrants’ acculturation experiences including their 
cultural, social, and economic adaptation as well as psychological adjustment to the United 
States during the early years of settlement (1903 – 1970s) and from the 1970s and 1980s, and (b) 
more recent studies since the 1990s. The latter demonstrate a focus on cultural conflicts between 
Korea-born first generation and U.S.-born second generation Korean American. In addition, Koo 
explained  
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. . . . several exploratory and qualitative studies about 1.5 generation Korean Americans 
appear to address their unique assimilation experiences, compared to first and second 
generation Korean American, which, in turn, reflects a complex dimension of ethnic 
identity development within the Korean American. (p. 40) 
 
Oh and Fuligni (2010) found a positive correlation between heritage language proficiency 
and ethnic identity in a study with 414 adolescents from Latin America and Asian backgrounds. 
They argue that “speaking the language of one’s heritage culture not only allows individuals to 
participate in their cultural communities more fully, the HL can also be used (or not used) by the 
speaker to indicate identification (or lack thereof) with their cultural group” (p. 6). They also 
investigated ethnic group differences and found that Latino adolescents retained their heritage 
language at higher rates than their Asian American adolescents. Furthermore, there were 
differences between first and second generation Asian American adolescents and their heritage 
language proficiency in that first generation Asian American adolescents showed a much wider 
variation than second generation Asian American adolescents. The reason for this difference is 
unclear, but the authors suggest that “It could be that HL proficiency is a stronger predictor of 
language use among first-generation than second-generation Asian American adolescents. It 
could also be that factors other than HL proficiency are involved in second-generation Asian 
American adolescents’ choice of language (p. 217). 
More recent studies have focused on issues of ethnic identities such as problems within 
ethnic social circles where exclusiveness or subjectivity are characteristics of certain ethnic 
groups. Cheryan and Monin (2005) explored ethnic identity of Asian Americans and conducted 
five case studies with American college students under the theme of identity denial. According to 
them, identity denial is more prevalent among Asian Americans than any other ethnic groups in 
the United States and Asian Americans react to this identity denial by presenting their cultural 
knowledge of the white dominant American culture and claiming their participation in and 
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acknowledgement of American practices. They found that Asian American faces tended to be the 
least likely to be perceived as American. However, even if Asian Americans are aware of this 
tendency, they still considered themselves no less American than their colleagues.  
The consistent story of ‘segregation’ and ‘othering’ within ethnic groups are concepts 
prevalent in Nancy Abelmann’s (2009) book, The Intimate University. In her book, Abelmann 
provided stories of several Korean American college students and their families in order to show 
their feelings of isolation and the primary reasons for segregation from other ethnic groups. She 
suggests that it is racism or racial stereotyping that cause Korean American students to socially 
segregate, which does not go along with the university ideology of promoting multiculturalism. 
Further, students in her book chose to ‘self-segregate,’ which resulted in many ethnic groups 
within the Korean American student group, so they were ‘intraethnic othering’ each other.  
Given the fact that identity is a process, which is dynamic and socioculturally 
constructed, balancing one’s identity denial and appreciating one’s heritage may be a difficult 
task for many Asian Americans in the United States. Religion, especially Korean ethnic 
churches, play a pivotal role in terms of constructing and maintaining Korean American ethnic 
identities and boundaries (Chong, 1998; Park, 2012). Moreover, heritage language itself is a key 
influence on ethnic identity, especially for ethnic minority members (Fishman, 1977). Further 
discussion of these two areas will be explained in the review of Heritage Language and Korean 
Americans in contemporary contexts.  
Ethnic identity of Mixed-Race Koreans. Issues with Mixed-Race identities have drawn 
the interest of scholars in language, education, anthropology and other social science disciplines. 
Xie and Goyette (1997) argued that it is estimated that one-fourth of the Asian American 
population under age 17 is of mixed ancestry. The number of biraical and multiracial individuals 
 39 
is increasing in the United States, but this trend is not limited to the United States. Given the fact 
that the society is becoming more diverse, researchers are now focusing on racial, ethnic identity 
and the practices of biracial, multiracial individuals and groups.  
Kanna (2011) examined symbolic and racial ethnicity practices by interviewing forty 
black-white biracial adults. She found that these biracial respondents frequently drew on white 
ethnic and racial symbols, not to identify as white or with a particular white ethnic group, but 
rather to highlight their white ancestries in order to identify as “biracial” so that they were not 
marginalized from the dominant white group.  
Naomi (2007) described two different relationships between Amerasians and Okinawans, 
focusing on two social movements, an educational movement in an Amerasian school in 
Okinawa and the political challenge of one Okinawan Amerasian politician. She argued that 
although there was discrimination and prejudice toward Amerasian cultural practices, they built 
flexible boundaries as a strategy to negotiate with the dominant group, i.e., the Okinawans 
negotiated on their own terms.   
Root (1990) accounted for the impact of racism on identity and introduced the possibility 
of a new identity group-- biracial or multiracial. She also proposed that an individual might self-
identify in more than one way at the same time or move fluidly among identities. Root’s model 
opened the door for the emergence of empirically derived, nonlinear models of identity 
development in Mixed-Race students.  
Ethnic identity issues in Korea can be explained by taking into account the gradual 
increasing complexity in ethnic composition and the concept of national identity. It has been 
commonly known that Korea is a conservative country and Koreans are proud of their national 
identity as Koreans, that is “pure blood” Koreans. It is not difficult to find this kind of example 
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in Korean society. Many textbooks in Korea, until recently, stressed that Koreans should feel 
proud about their unity over the five thousand year history of the country. The more recent 
Mixed-Race Koreans can be divided into roughly two different groups--children from the Korean 
War era (1950-1960s) and children from international marriages in more recent years (since 
2000).  
The first generation of children, the most common type of Mixed-Race Koreans, are 
often labeled using the term, ‘Honhyol’ [mixed blood in Korean]. Mixed-Race Koreans in this 
generation group experienced discrimination and did not receive a warm welcome from other 
Koreans. The next generation of ‘Honhyol’ people were mainly from the marriages between 
migrant brides, mostly from Southeast Asian countries, and Korean fathers, who are often from 
suburban, low-income families, many of whom received insufficient education and have limited 
financial resources. Many scholars tried to find reasons for this type of discrimination toward 
Mixed-Race Koreans, which is likely related to Minjok identity. Minjok is a concept that is 
deeply embedded in Korean society and it traditionally meant nationally “pure” people. The 
following is how Mary Lee (2009) explains this concept in her article describing Korea in the 
past and present.   
. . . .Since Korea’s brush with colonial modernity, the concept of Minjok has been 
retroactively applied through national historiography to denote a historically linear, 
linguistically and culturally homogenous Korean people who for five thousand years 
have been subject to aggression by foreign invasion, war, and empire . . . . (p. 81) 
Given the current situation described above, the Korean government and other legislation 
agencies in Korea are now trying to re-consider “the role of Minjok identity beyond its 
anticolonial paradigm and considering the ways in which it has been and continues to be 
implicated in the exclusion of minority groups” (Lee, 2009, p. 57).   
Since 2000, a growing numbers of studies have discussed the rising number of Mixed-
 41 
Race Koreans and their impact on Korean government policies and society (Ahn, 2014; Lee 
2009). Although the number of marriages between Koreans and foreigners has decreased since 
2008 from 11.2% to 8.3 % (KOSTAT, 2013), marriages between Koreans and foreigners still 
account for a significant number of people compared to the past. This may account for the 
appearance of many famous Mixed-Race Korean entertainers on the television screen in Korea 
and this trend parallels the social trend of idolizing sports stars and famous movie starts or public 
figures who have Korean ‘blood.’ For example, in 2006, the American football player and Super 
Bowl MVP (Most Valued Player), Hines Ward, suddenly became a national star in Korea as a 
symbol especially for Mixed-Race youth in Korea. The public wildly welcomed Hines Ward 
when he visited Korea and the social buzz about him could be understood as an attempt to speak 
against the long-standing discrimination again Mixed-Race Koreans (Ahn, 2014; Lee, 2009). 
Publically embracing Hines Ward through the media and showing positive attitudes toward 
Mixed-Race Koreans has influenced contemporary Korean society. Lee argued that this kind of 
fame had a two-sided effect in Korean society, like the two sides of a coin, that Koreans and 
Honhyol both felt some frustration because they (Mixed-Race Koreans) were now being loved 
for the same reason that they have been hated.   
It may be the case that the ‘Hines Ward Syndrome’ triggered a site for discursive 
practices where Korea’s national/cultural identity was negotiated and the Korean government, 
agencies, scholars, and society started to ponder the meaning of multiculturalism in Korea. 
Multicultural education and bi-racial/multi-racial are also more familiar topics in Korean society 
in light of the estimate that 15 percent of all newborns are Mixed-Race and the expectation that 
this figure will double by 2020 (Koran Times, 2009).  
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Kyunghwang Ilbo, one of the leading newspapers in Korea, recently reported that an 
interesting story regarding military duty among Korean adult men and the issues of embracing 
Mixed-Race Koreans in the military. Mixed-Race Koreans could not serve in the military until 
this Korean law was banned in 2010. There were approximately 21,000 Mixed-Race Korean 
children attending grade schools in Korea in 2008. In response to this rapid increase, the Office 
of the Prime Minister of Korea announced plans to strengthen educational programs for the 
Korea-born children of ‘multicultural families’ (Kim, 2011). With the advent of the multicultural 
families in Korea, the government feels it is now time to create a new paradigm about how to 
integrate them positively into the Korean society.  
Ethnic identity of Korean adoptees. Adopted Koreans have been underrepresented in 
scholarship for many years. According to Hübinette (2004), adopted Koreans are a unique group 
that cannot be compared with other diasporised Koreans, who feel a natural bond to the 
homeland and to other Korean people in exile. By adapting Bhabha’s (1994) concept of the 
“third space,” Hübinette describes Korean adoptees as a group that fits this concept because of 
their ambiguous position between a mother country and a Western culture demanding 
assimilation.   
There are also studies showing how transracial adoptees with their adopted parents of 
another races face challenges and unique situations in terms of ethnic identity (Feigelman, 2007; 
Friedlander, 1999). For example, Feigelmen conducted a meta-analysis of the literature and 
found that the most important finding was that transracial adoptive parents ethnic identity and 
residence strongly affected their children’s feeling of inclusion. In other words, the parents 
choice of residence, whether White-dominant or more culturally and ethnically heterogeneous 
communities, affected their adopted children’s identity development. Further, according to 
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Hoffman and Pena (2013), parents played a pivotal role in embracing the participants’ adoptee 
identity as adopted and helping them feel accepted in their transracial families.   
However, there is still only a slim body of research on Korean adoptees and their ethnic 
identity. Huh (1997) did a mixed-method study with forty Korean adopted children and their 
families exploring the formation of their ethnic identity. The children, recruited through mail 
with help from adoption agencies, ranged in age from nine to fourteen years and all their parents 
were White. The results indicated that children who had more opportunity to be involved in 
Korean cultural activities scored higher on Korean identity than their lower participating counter 
partners. Moreover, what was more important in this study was that emphasizing ethnic culture 
would result in a single ethnic identity, children who got more exposure to Korean culture ended 
up demonstrating a hybrid identity, that is Korean American. Further, while children can develop 
their identity from both cultures, it can only be achieved with support and co-participation in 
cultural activities from adopted parents.   
   Korean adoptees are not typically recognized as authentic Asians within the Asian 
American communities due mainly to their experience of growing up disconnected from the 
Asian and Asian American communities. This detachment often results in “Korean adoptees 
viewing themselves as neither Asian nor Asian American” (Palmer, 2010, p. 10).  Korean 
tradition based on an adherence to bloodlines and paternalistic family structure resulted in 
Korean boys being hard to be adopting in Korea. Males are more valued and bloodlines are 
important so Koreans have not wanted to adopt someone else’s boy into their family line. As a 
result, more boys than girls were adopted to foreign countries. Also, these cultural norms-- 
adhering to bloodlines and preference of girls over the boys’ in Korean adoption cases--gave the 
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Korean government an excuse to keep allowing Korean children to be adopted by non-Korean 
families overseas (Palmer, 2010).  
In her study of kinship and family structure of Korean adoptees, Kim (2010) argues, 
“Kinship, race and nation are all hybrid frameworks that organize social personhood and gain 
explanatory and normative force through their purported rootedness in biology and blood even as 
they are understood to be social constructions” (p. 129). She also argued that adoptees are 
gradually claiming cultural citizenship in Korean contexts and this fact brings new kinds of 
national identities to Korea. According to Kim, this new version of identity is often represented 
in dual emotions and stereotypes “of the pathetic and pitiable orphan and of the lucky 
transnational émigré” (p. 174). 
In sum, there is a growing body of literature investigating ethnic identity of this emergent 
group, Korean adoptees. Most studies are fairly recent and more investigations are needed to 
better understand the ethnic identities Korean adoptees.  
Conclusion 
In my research I take the position that language is a primary resource for socializing with 
others, enacting social identities, and displaying membership in social groups within social 
contexts. After carefully examining theories about language attitude and identities, I found three 
underlying ideas, which appeared consistently in these theories: (a) identities as situated, (b) 
identities are products of negotiation and re-creation among community members, and (c) 
identities are constructed within close-knit relationships and in sociocultural contexts.  
Identities and their construction in social practices have become a central theme in 
sociolinguistic studies. Researchers find that membership in social categories, such as class or 
ethnicity, does not presuppose the aspects of social life that are relevant for forming people’s 
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identities. In my research, I took notice of how my participants expressed their social identity 
(Norton, 2000).  
Social identity has been a widely recognized concept among current sociolinguistics. This 
theory is based on arguments describing the way in which people construct and negotiate 
identities and it needs to be examined in depth to explain more about the relation between 
language and identity. I take the notion that “social life, identities and beliefs are co-constructed, 
negotiated and transformed on an ongoing basis by means of language” (Duff & Uchida, 1997, p. 
452). In sum, both participation and negotiation from Wenger’s (1998) theory of community and 
social identity and cultural identity from Norton (2000) were key theoretical concepts that I used 
to construct my study questions and literature review for my research project.    
Through the notion of human capital, I took a closer look at how learners use heritage 
language as a meaningful resource or asset in their lives. For my analysis of identity 
(re)construction and negotiation, I used the concepts of human capital, language, and how the 
learners articulated their human capital within their social environment.  
Ethnic identity also significantly impacts one’s identity construction in that culture and 
ethnicity are inseparable in the construction of self. Examining three different groups of Koreans 
and their ethnic identities was the focus of this study. The aim was to delve into their stories with 
their multiple perspectives as members of diverse groups as they participated as heritage 
language learners.  
According to a sociocultural perspective on identities, the meaning of a particular 
context lies in people’s actions and thinking. In short, this review of theories on identities 
supported my inquiry focused on sociocultural influences and reflective discourses of Korean 
heritage language learners within and across social settings.  
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Heritage Language 
This section of the literature review examines HLL. I focus on the history and current 
situation of Korean heritage language education using a wide lens in order to incorporate various 
types of Korean heritage language learners.  
Heritage language learners are often described as ‘native speakers’ or ‘bilingual students’ 
and the term HLL is relatively new to the field of education (Valdés, 2001). According to 
Valdés, a heritage language learner is one who “is raised in a home where a non-English 
language is spoken” and who “speaks or at least understands the language and who is to some 
degree bilingual in that language and in English” (p. 38). According to Shin (2013), the term 
heritage language indicates “Community language, Native language, and mother tongue to refer 
to a language other than English used by immigrants and possibly their children” (p. 215). The 
language proficiencies of heritage language speakers vary widely i.e., native like pronunciation 
and fluency, grammatical knowledge, extensive vocabulary and familiarity with cultural norms 
essential to language learning and appropriate usage (Shin, 2010; Valdés, 2000).  
Several studies in the field of bilingual, multilingual, and even indigenous languages 
(Brunn, 1994; Brooks, 1996) show the importance of promoting the mother tongue or heritage 
language in the early years. Brunn (1994) did a life history project with American Indian 
children and examined their language, social contexts, and language practices from early 
childhood to adulthood and their notions of literacy and heritage language. All participants in the 
study agreed with the importance of heritage language as central to their identities and culture. 
Brunn concluded that heritage language was formative in shaping the cultural identities of 
persons growing up in the Reservation and it contributed to their literacy and academic success 
at school.  
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A growing numbers of studies on bilingual and second language have suggested that 
students maintaining higher L1 (heritage language) ability show better progress in learning L2 
and show positive images of their identities and communities. For example, Triantafillidou and 
Hedgcock (2007) found that the majority of Greek Americans in their study learned Greek as 
their heritage language, and also embraced unrecognized or underappreciated aspects of their 
identities. They also argued that these identities, public and private, were unquestionably shaped 
by the participants’ affiliation with Greek-speaking collectives. Kanno (2003) also discussed 
bilingual and bicultural identities of Japanese returnees. He explored the development of 
bilingual and bicultural identities of four teenage Japanese returnees and concluded that they 
came to appreciate their hybrid identities, learning to belong to Japanese culture without having 
to sacrifice their differences. Another study (Cho & Krashen, 1998) with Korean immigrant 
families reached the conclusion that language shifts to the dominant language were evident, yet 
the heritage language (Korean) still played an intricate role in the lives of these Korean 
Americans.  
Cho (2000) examined the experiences of Korean American students in regard to the 
effects of their home or heritage language competence. She argued that competence with Korean 
American students’ heritage language had an effect on social interactions, relationships with 
heritage language speakers of their ethnic minority group, and the individuals themselves. Cho 
also concluded that students who had developed their heritage language had a strong ethnic 
identity, were strongly connected to their ethnic group, and had a greater understanding and 
knowledge of cultural values, ethics, and manners. In 2002, Jo examined how second-generation 
Korean American students formed and transformed their sense of ethnicity when participating in 
Korean language classes. Interestingly, her results showed that among Korean American college 
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students who attended Korean classes, higher English proficiency was not related to a loss of 
ethnic identity. You (2005) investigated how Korean American children negotiated their ethnic 
identity as Korean Americans while learning Korean language and argued that maintaining their 
ethnic language was significant for Korean American children to develop a positive identity. 
Several scholars have investigated the relationship between personal names, identity, and 
self (Hur, Kim, & Kim, 1979, Rodriguez, 2004, Thompson, 2006). Although many Korean 
American immigrants choose to take English names to avoid frustration for English speakers, 
(Hur, Kim, & Kim, 1979), Rodriguez (2004) insisted that despite the prevalence of taking 
English names, Korean American students who chose English names did not show a loss of their 
Korean identities. Students considered it as a naturalized response.  
Thompson (2006) was interested in the differences between bilingual, bicultural and 
binominal identities so she conducted an interview study with three Korean adult women. She 
found that their different identities encompassed the multiplicity that is often faced by ethnic 
minority groups straddling the fence between cultures. In this study, names served as symbolic 
capital, providing a linguistic marker in which others recognize individuals as legitimate (or 
illegitimate) members within a community. For example, one participant chose her Korean name 
and claimed she was comfortable using it in the United States. However, the two other 
participants purposefully chose to use their English name because they wanted to fit into the 
dominant community in order to preserve personal power and invent themselves as Americans. 
Thompson concluded that names are often “part of the struggle for identity that immigrants face, 
as they attempt to imagine the identities that they most want to claim” (p. 203).  
Heritage language education has existed in various forms but mainly in the form of 
weekend schools, which are mostly community-based programs that offer language and culture 
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instruction for a few hours per week. According to Lee and Shin (2008), there are approximately 
1,200 Korean heritage language schools in the United States and the total student enrollment is 
about 60,000. You (2011) argued that the number of Korean heritage language schools is not 
precisely accurate due to the number of schools that are not in the database of the U.S. Korean 
Embassy. Most Korean heritage language schools are organized and operated by Korean 
Christian churches (Lee & Shin, 2008; Shin, 2005; Sohn, 2000). According to Min (2000), one 
of the reasons for this is that about 75% of Korean immigrants in the United States are affiliated 
with Korean ethnic churches. 
In the heritage language classes that I observed, students and teachers brought personally 
textured language and cultural references to their study of Korean. Students’ diverse language 
repertoire was in turn variously contextualized through the process of Korean language learning 
practices. By engaging in these kind of ongoing dynamics, Korean language classes mediate 
diverse and shared sociocultural, historical, and ideological contexts for Korean American 
students (Lo, 2009; No, 2011).  
As discussed in several studies, supports for heritage language shows fruitful outcomes in 
K-12 foreign language instruction. However, there are very few options for college level students 
in the United States, who want to learn their heritage language. Korean was the 14th of 15 in the 
numbers of enrolled students in languages classes on U.S. college campuses in 2013 (Modern 
Language Association survey, 2013). Figure 2 shows the increase of language enrollments and 
percentage of changes over the course of ten years with the top 15 most studied foreign 
languages on U.S. college campuses.  
According to the survey from Modern Language Association, total language enrollments 
on U.S. college campuses decreased by 6.7% between 2009 and 2013. However, some 
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languages--Korean, American Sign Language (ASL), Portuguese, and Chinese --showed higher 
enrollments. Looking at the percentage change at different institutional levels, between 2009- 
2013, although Spanish and French still led as the two most studied languages, it is evident that 
Korean is making rapid increases in enrollments and more students are choosing Korean for their 
foreign language.  Korean made the sharpest percentage increase between 2009 and 2013--44.7%.  
 
 
Figure 2. Language enrollments and percentage change by year  
Source: Goldburg, Looney and Rusin (2013). Enrollments in Languages Other Than English in 
United States Institutions of Higher Education, Fall 2013. Modern Language Association survey, 
p. 27  
The increase of enrollment may be interpreted as a positive sign for Korean language 
instruction, however, research indicates that there are needs within Korean language programs. 
Shin (2013) pointed out that there are often limited resources for the learners in heritage 
language tracks, such as instructional materials, designs, evaluation process, and instruments. 
Shin also argued that many students studying Korean in U.S. colleges do not continue their 
language studies into advanced levels.  
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Kondo-Brown (2003) reports that many universities and colleges have started to offer 
separate language tracks for heritage and non-heritage learners. Researchers have argued that 
heritage language learners have different proficiencies and language skills than non-heritage 
language learners (Schwartz, 2001) and that the curriculum for heritage language learners should 
include cross-cultural understandings in order to enhance their language competence (Kagan, 
2008). Further there is insufficient research attention on Korean heritage language learners as a 
different type of language learner. Although recent studies have examined the lives and the 
processes of heritage language education and maintenance of Korean ethnic Americans (Jeon, 
2010; Jo, 2001; Kang & Kim, 2012; Lee, 2002; Shin, 2005), researchers have not paid enough 
attention to the issues of different types of Korean heritage learners. Current studies mostly focus 
on studies of 1.5 or second generation Korean immigrants. Although there are some studies have 
delved into the stories of heritage language education and maintenance of bi-racial Korean 
Americans and Korean adoptees, the number of the studies of the two groups are far less than the 
studies of Korean American heritage learners.  
Shin (2010) examined heritage language experiences and identity of 12 mixed heritage 
adults through an in-depth interview study. After examining participants’ heritage language 
experience and proficiency, perceived identities, and attitudes toward heritage language and self,, 
Shin concluded that heritage language proficiencies varied widely. She also found the 
importance of parents’ role in terms of promoting HLL and that heritage language has positive 
effects on mixed heritage individuals.  
Based on the findings from another study, Shin (2013) asserts the importance of teaching 
heritage language for transracial Korean adoptees and their adopted parents. This was a study 
with four White American mothers, who had Korean adopted children. Shin explored the 
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motivations, experiences, and strategies of promoting Korean at home and in the community 
Korean schools. All four mothers were learning Korean at community Korean schools at the time 
of interview and they showed positive views toward learning Korean.  
Many bilingual studies have indicated that those who are fluent in their first language 
have cognitive advantages over their English-only peers (Hakuta, 1986).  Further, when students 
study their heritage language, their language development helps to facilitate better 
communication with family members and other members in the same heritage language spoken 
communities (Cho & Krashen, 1998). These studies also focused on the importance of parental 
use of heritage language in order to promote their children’s heritage language competence 
(Hinton, 1999; Cho & Krashen, 2000; Park, 2008).    
Park (2008) conducted a study on the usage of –ta [the verb suffix in Korean] in six 
Korean three-generational families and the importance of intergenerational transmission in 
heritage language maintenance and development. After analyzing 70 hours of video-recorded 
family interactions and 202 utterances, she concluded that –ta utterances were used mostly when 
adults were complimenting children’s desirable behavior or accomplishments or criticizing 
undesirable behaviors or utterances. By carefully exploring the youngest family member’s usage 
of –ta, Park found that these youngest members already recognize hierarchical rank in the family 
and tended to follow authority by using appropriate speech patterns they acquired from their 
parents and grandparents. In other words, young children internalized conventions of socially 
appropriate speech as part of their "social identity" construction (Ochs, 1993, p. 288).  
Choi and Yi (2012) conducted a study of pop culture and its impact on Korean heritage 
learners’ Korean learning. They found that pop culture not only worked as an access point for the 
HL students but also was a bridge between formal and informal literacy learning. They 
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investigated the use of pop culture in a college advanced Korean class with seventeen students 
who had had at least 2-3 years of Korean formal education in college. After conducting a 
semester long qualitative study, they concluded that utilizing pop culture helped shape students’ 
language and ethnic identity.  
In this section, the literature studies on heritage language education were reviewed. There 
is growing research interest in the area of heritage language, however, there is much less 
compared to other language studies, such as bilingual and ESL/EFL. The findings so far indicate 
that HLL promotes “a healthy sense of multiculturalism, an acceptance of both the majority and 
minority cultures, and a resolution of identity conflicts” (Krashen, 2000, Why worry about 
heritage languages section, para. 8.). More studies are needed to investigate these findings more 
deeply with diverse types of Korean Americans, Mixed heritage, and Korean adoptees.  
Korean Americans in Contemporary Sociocultural Contexts 
In this part of the literature review I describe three different kinds of Korean--Korean 
Americans, Mixed-Heritage Koreans, and Korean adoptees--in the sociocultural contexts of the 
United States and Korean. This review will examine the history and sociocultural positioning of 
these three groups to gain a better understanding of the characteristics of each group and HLL 
processes and their meanings for these groups.  
Many terms have been used synonymously to refer to a language used by immigrants and 
their children other than English, such as mother tongue, first language, native language, and 
heritage language (Shin, 2010). In this research project, I chose to use heritage language to refer 
to the language used natively by the immigrant families. For the definition of Korean Americans, 
I examined three different types of Korean Americans--Korean Americans, Mixed-Heritage 
Korean Americans, and Korean adoptees. However, just as social identities are fluid and 
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transformative (Street, 2000; Norton, 1997), so racial types and categorizations are not stable or 
permanent (Farley 2001). For the purposes of this research, while acknowledging the complexity 
of definitions, I will use the following. First, Korean Americans can be categorized as the first 
generation, those who first immigrated to the United States. Among other generations, for this 
research project, special attention will be given to the 1.5 generation and Second generation. 
Scholars have offered various definitions of the 1.5 generation (e.g., using age, linguistic ability, 
or level of education at time of immigration) due to their unique characteristics compared to first 
and second generation of immigrants. However, for this research project, I will follow the 
definition given by the Migration Policy Institute that 1.5 generation immigrants should have 
arrived in the United States by age 13 (Fry, 2004). Second generation Korean Americans are 
those who are born in the United States from the first generation or 1.5 generation Korean 
American immigrant parents.  
Next, Mixed-Heritage Korean Americans are another group that are relevant to this 
research project. In general, a Mixed-Heritage learner is defined as a person who has one 
minority language-speaking, first generation, immigrant parent and one dominant language-
speaking parent. In this research project, students from one Korean speaking parent and the other 
parent with English speaking heritage were considered as Mixed-Heritage Korean Americans.  
Last, Korean adoptees were the last Korean American group included in my study. For 
this research project, Korean adoptees were defined as persons who were adopted from South 
Korea to the United States as children and raised by adoptive parents of another race, culture, 
and ethnicity. Often, Korean adoptees are also called Korean international adoptees or KADs. 
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The Research on Korean Americans  
Asian immigrants, comprising 25% of the total immigrant population (Chuang & Tamis-
LeMonda, 2009), are one of the fastest growing immigrant groups in the United States. Korean 
immigration to America has multiplied and according to the 2010 Census, there were 
approximately 1.7 million people of Korean descent residing in the United States (U.S. Census, 
2010).   
To carefully examine the history of Korean immigrants in the United States, the 
movement of significant numbers of Koreans to the United States has mainly been categorized in 
three time periods: (a) 1903–1905, (b) 1951–1964, and (c) 1965–present (Min, 2000; Park, 
1997). In the first term, approximately 7,000 Koreans immigrated to the United States; most of 
them entered Hawaii to work as laborers on the sugar plantations (Patterson, 1988). During this 
period, approximately 1,100 picture brides were allowed to enter the United States to join their 
prospective husbands (Hurh, 1998). The second period of Korean immigration consisted of 
Korean wives of U.S. servicemen and war orphans. The third period included students, 
professional workers, businessmen and wives of U.S. servicemen. Three primary reasons for 
immigration during this third wave included a desire to pursue a better life in the United States, 
educational opportunities, and reunification with family members (Hurh, 1998).  
Korean family structure tends to be hierarchical and patriarchal (Uba, 1994). Confucian 
philosophy, which emphasizes authority, is based on these characteristics assigning privilege and 
responsibility to elders and males (Uba, 1994). Confucian traditions may also influence Korean 
American lifestyles such as taking care of older parents (Yee, Huang, & Lew, 1998). Moreover, 
the Asian way of life is much more group-oriented or holistic than U.S. culture, and thus the way 
Asians interpret the world is different in terms of thought processes and lifestyle. These cultural 
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orientations may make it difficult for Asian Americans to assimilate easily into American culture 
(Kim, 2011).  
Other researchers have focused on relationship issues between many Korean immigrant 
parents and their children due to different cultural understanding and language barriers (Hong 
and Hong, 1996; Kang, Okazaki, Abelmann, Kim-Prioeto & Lan, 2010; Lew, 2004).  An 
intergeneration gap or conflict between immigrant parents (first generation immigrants) and their 
children (1.5 or second generation immigrants) are a commonly studied issue. First generation 
Korean immigrants tend to struggle to overcome language barriers and cultural differences, and 
often overlook the needs of their second-generation children (Hong and Hong, 1996). Studies of 
1.5 generation Korean American immigrants also reveal that their position is unique in that they 
are not accepted by both first and second generation Korean Americans (Zhou, 1997) and 
therefore, their values, attachment to the home culture, language competency, and ability to 
negotiate identities are complicated and dynamic (Kim, 2011; Kim and Duff, 2012; Yi, 2005).  
Another characteristic of Korean American immigrant families is that parents value 
highly their children’s academic success and are willing to sacrifice for it (Lee, 1994; Lew, 2004, 
Seth, 2002). Lee (1994) suggests that Korean students’ academic performance should be 
attributed in part to the role of parental involvement. Many recent studies also revealed that in 
typical Korean homes, the mother is the one who manages their children’s educational success 
(Park & Abelmann, 2005).  
Language studies have found that heritage languages are often not maintained or rarely 
developed among different generations of immigrants (Krashen, 2000). These studies have 
identified the important role of parents or families in maintaining and developing the heritage 
language. Li (2006) emphasized the need to continue speaking the language because it has a 
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positive influence on children’s perception of that language. Lew (2004) argues that young 
Korean Americans are far from a homogeneous group and that factors such as class, economic 
condition, and choice of schools influence Korean immigrant students’ academic achievement. 
Among several communities of Korean Americans, the Korean Christian church plays a 
special role among Korean Americans. Like many other immigrant societies, Korean immigrants 
have a strong bond and in the center is the Christian church. Korean Christian churches serve 
important social functions for Korean church members and the Korean community as a whole 
(Hurh & Kim, 1990; Min, 1992). The churches often fill spiritual, psychological, and social 
needs for community members (Hurh, 1998; Yi, 2008). Korean ethnic churches also helps 
immigrants overcome difficult adjustment periods and they support the maintenance of ethnic 
identity in the new host country (Bankston III & Zhou, 1996, Min, 1992). According to Chong 
(1998), the Korean Christian church “defends a set of core traditional Korean values and forms 
of social relationships and serves as an institutional vehicle for the cultural reproduction and 
socialization of the second generation into Korean culture” (p. 262).  
In Korea, Buddism is the number one religion. According to the Korea National 
Statistical Office (2005, as cited in Korean Overseas Information Service, 2007), over half 
(53.1%) of the total 47 million Korean population identify themselves as having a religion. 
Korea’s religious population consists of 43% Buddhist, 34.5% Protestant, and 20.6% Catholic. 
The remaining 1.9% are followers of Confucianism, Islam, Shamanism, and so on. However, the 
Korean American immigrant population is different. Although exact numbers of Korean 
Americans who are regular church-goers are unknown, according to Hurh and Kim (1990), 
seventy percent of their first-generation Korean American respondents regularly attended 
Christian churches. Furthermore, many of the second-generation Korean Americans were also 
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affiliated with ethnic Christian Korean churches, although they had achieved social and cultural 
integration into the dominant society unlike the first generation Korean Americans (Chong, 
1998).  
Hurh and Kim (1990) reported that the number of Korean ethnic churches in the United 
States has increased dramatically from 75 churches in 1970 to approximately 2,000 churches in 
1988 (Hurh & Kim, 1990).  
Park (2012) examined Korean immigrants’ religious participation and the underlying 
meaning of it by interviewing 18 Korean adults, 10 of whom were parents of teenagers, 2 bible 
teachers, 2 Korean teachers, and 4 pastors. He found that parents, teachers, and pastors all 
believed that the Korean ethnic church is an important cultural place and carries significance 
because: (a) it serves as the center for maintaining the younger generations’ Koran language and 
identity, and (b) it functions as the community’s core for the immigrants.  
In conclusion, Korean ethnic churches serve two main functions for the immigrant 
community: (a) it is the main social place for gaining ethnic attachment, that is churches are not 
just for the religion but also for building group membership, and (b) it contributes to the 
maintenance of Korean heritage culture and language.  
The Research on Mixed-Heritage Koreans  
Currently, 1 in 40 persons identify as multiracial, and this ﬁgure is twice as high for those 
under the age of 18 (Lee & Bean, 2004). According to Farley (2001), by the year 2050, as many 
as 1 in 5 Americans could claim a multiracial background. 
For this research project, I intentionally chose the term, ‘Mixed-Heritage Korean’ 
Americans in order to stress a combination of biological and cultural factors as I have mentioned 
above. Other terms have been used to describe mixed heritage persons such as bi-racial persons. 
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However, the term bi-racial is problematic due to its limited focus on race. It implies the mixing 
of only two distinct racial types as if there was a strict biological basis for this categorization 
(Stephen, 1992).  
For mixed heritage persons, native-like dominance of both heritages may be crucial to 
enable them to belong comfortably to both cultures. It is usually parents and their social contexts 
that make decision about language maintenance for a child. Research has shown that it is 
important for mixed heritage persons to develop balanced boundaries from both heritage 
communities (Root, 1996; Wallace, 2001, 2004). The argument is that a sense of belonging will 
help them build strong and positive identities and self-concepts (Kim, Suyemoto & Turner, 
2010). 
Wallace’s (2001, 2004) study supports the importance of having group boundaries to 
negotiate identities for Mixed-Heritage individuals. In her 2004 study, she analyzed interview 
data with 14 high school and university students from various types of Mixed-Heritage 
backgrounds. By adapting Gee’s (2002) Discourse theory, Wallace argued that Mixed-Heritage 
identity is dynamic, heterogeneous, and situational in nature. Renn (2003) investigated the 
stories of 38 Mixed-Heritage college students and their concept of multiple racial heritages by 
using an ecological model of human development. She concluded that the students’ individual 
experiences and interactions with others, such as access to multiracial classes and participation in 
student organizations for multiethnics, were valuable in that they led them to think about their 
own identity and others’ development. In addition, they open a space for larger discussions of 
history and other multiracial issues.  
Brewer (2003) investigated Mixed-Heritage Korean American children’s perception of 
what led to their Korean language loss and how this language loss affected their cultural and 
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social identities. She found that Mixed-Heritage Korean children tended to experience 
frustrations in the mother-child relationship and Korean loss was strongly related to the 
sociocultural contexts around them. Their eagerness to fit into the dominant group was one 
reason why they lost their Korean mother language.  
One study with Mixed-Heritage Korean investigated the role of HLL and how it is 
closely related to defining their ethnic and cultural identity (Shin, 2010). Another study 
examined the role of Mixed-Heritage Koreans and their reflected images of Korean multimedia 
(Lo & Kim, 2011). Lo and Kim (2011) in their research demonstrated the important role that the 
social production of language competency plays in constructing images of mixed race men in the 
South Korean popular media. After analyzing the images and conversations on several television 
dramas and entertainment shows in which these mixed race men appeared and talked, they 
reached the conclusion that mixed race men who achieved the most fame were those who spoke 
least Korean and most English in public. They argued “Their privilege is sustained through 
performances of English, which align them with elite South Korean multilinguals and high-class 
white English speakers” (p. 454).  
Statistical studies have shown that Koreans are now more likely to regard Korea as a 
heterogeneous society. The number of Mixed-Heritage Korean (or sometimes referred as dual 
ethnic Koreans) has increased since 1965, and since 1995 the number has grown tremendously. 
The rapid growth of multicultural families and children in Korea pushes Koreans to ponder these 
changes in light of previous attitudes. According to Washington (2009), even though the total 
number of Mixed-Heritage Koreans is only a little over 2% of the total population, the number is 
meaningful in that the nation faces a new sociocultural dynamic within its national, cultural 
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identity and citizenship. Korea is now experiencing a great new influx of immigrants increasing 
its racial diversity (Ahn, 2014). 
According to Kim (2011), the rate of interethnic marriages peaked in 2005 with over 
35,000 marriages between Koreans and non-Koreans, accounting for 13.6 per cent of total 
marriages. More importantly, at least 70 per cent of interethnic marriages are between Korean 
men and foreign women. Studies have shown that biracial Korean children, whose fathers were 
Korean and whose mothers were migrant wives, reported communication problem between 
mother and child due to limited Korean proficiency of the mothers. This led to failures in 
attachment in the mother-child relationship (Park, 2007). The rapid changes of the composition 
of its population brought the Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology (MEST) in Korea 
finally to design bilingual education programs for these Mixed-Heritage Korean students (Park & 
Jung, 2009), however, the programs have not been widely employed (Moon, 2010). 
Unlike a decade ago, it is not a difficult thing to find a Mixed-Heritage Korean actors, 
actresses, or singers in Korean multimedia these days. Mixed-Heritage Korean celebrities 
sometimes gain popularity due to their dual ethnicity and the fact that they are from two different 
cultures, which is sometimes considered as an advantage to the general Korean population. The 
fact that they have English-speaking parents and have wider access most of the time to Western 
culture, makes Korean people sometimes envious (Seth, 2002). However, this mechanism is only 
effective when the Mixed-Heritage celebrity has a White father or mother, that is, there is a 
Korean racial ideology that “Americans are White” and “Whites are superior to Blacks” (Kim, 
2008).  
For example, Insooni, one of the most famous Korean pop singers in Korea, is well 
known for her Mixed-Heritage background. Her mother is Korean but her father is a Black 
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American who in Korea during the Korean War. Insooni confessed in an interview that she 
experienced disdain and ridicule during her young years in Korea living as a Mixed-Heritage 
Korean. She revealed that she established a small scaled multicultural school for biracial and 
multiracial Korean children, who were bullied or suffered because of their ethnic background. 
She said,  
I decided to walk with them and show them the shortcuts because I myself had taken 
countless detours to find my identity. I thought this would be a way for me to repay the 
love I have received from the public, and one of the most beautiful things I could do with 
my life. (Arirang culture, 2013) 
In sum, I have examined several studies with Mixed-Heritage Koreans in both American 
and Korean sociocultural contexts. However, not many studies have focused on the issues of 
Mixed-Heritage Korean Americans and their identity development related to HLL. There is very 
little discussion in the literature on the specific challenges that mixed families face in 
maintaining heritage languages (Shin, 2010). As the number of Mixed-Race or mixed heritage 
people increases (Renn, 2004), more research with this group should be conducted in order to 
achieve an understanding of Korea’s emerging multicultural society.  
The Research on Korean Adoptees   
In the last 60 years, more than 200,000 Korean babies have been sent overseas for 
adoption (Korean Herald, 2012), and 150,000 of them were sent to the United States (Kim, 2005 
as cited in Kim, 2007). Korea’s international adoption began in the early 1950s just after the 
Korean War, when a devastated country was not able to feed and raise war orphans. But even 
years after the country achieved rapid economic development, the number of children sent for 
overseas adoption continued to grow. The number peaked in 1986, with 8,680 adoptees leaving 
the country that year (KIHASA, 2013).    
This historical background is well captured in Eleana Kim (2010)’s book, Adopted 
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Territory. According to Kim (2010), “President Rhee6 attempted to establish channels with an 
organization in the United States to facilitate adoptions” (p. 61). Even with a large drop in the 
Korean birth rate to below 1.15 children per woman (OECD, 2012) and an increasingly wealthy 
economy, about 0.5% (average of 800 children per year) of Korean children are still adopted to 
other countries annually.  
Figure 3 shows the number of both domestic and international adoptions in Korea. 
Although the number of overseas adoption has decreased over the past 10 years, still hundreds of 
children are sent to foreign countries for adoption. According to the 2011 Annual Adoption 
Report to Congress, out of the total of 2,047 foreign-born children adopted by U.S. families from 
October 2010 to September 2011, 734 or 36 percent were from Korea (Library of Congress, 
2011). 
 
Figure 3. Number of children adopted domestically and internationally  
Source: The Ministry of Health and Welfare in Korea, 2012. 
Kim (2007) traced the history of adoption described in three stages based on the 
economical development and geopolitical accounts of Korean and the United States: (a) the first 
                                                
6 The first president of South Korea who had three presidential terms from August 1948 to April 1960.  
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stage (early 1950s to mid- 1960s), (b) the second stage (mid-1970s to late 1980s), and (c) the 
third stage (1988 to the present). During the first stage, since the Korean War, there were more 
than 100,000 war orphans and many were Mixed-Race Koreans. Therefore, the Korean 
government “established the Child Placement Service, to place biracial children in foreign 
adoption, particularly to their father’s country, the United States” (p. 136). At the beginning of 
the first stage, Kim argued that the spirit of humanitarianism and a political agenda were the two 
main motivations for the adoptions.  
During the second stage, along with the Korean long-term economic development plan, 
the Korean government encouraged Koreans couples with the slogan, “Let’s have two kids and 
raise them well.” Under this social circumstance of encouraging “pure-blooded” Korean children, 
the children from low-income family or unwed mothers, who were mostly factory workers, 
provided the entire supply of adoptees. Then, in the last stage, intercountry adoptions from Korea 
faced a shameful moment when the country hosted the Olympics in 1988 and the same year, 
Korea was accused of “baby selling” (Rothschild, 1988) to Western countries. After moving 
through the IMF era and governmental efforts stressing globalization in late 1990s, Koreans 
started to “acknowledge the overseas adoptee community as part of the Korean diaspora under 
the rhetoric of globalization (se-gye-wha)” (Kim, 2007, p. 139). Adoptees began to be 
recognized as globalized citizens rather than children who were sent to foreign countries. These 
adoptees were then gradually welcomed back to Korea to be treated as cosmopolitan and 
valuable human assets (Kim, 2012).  
It is now estimated that three to four thousand Korean adoptees visit Korea annually  
(KIHASA, 2013). Many of these adoptees come to tour, learn the language, or experience the 
culture. According to Kim (2012), this social trend is called  “adoptee tourism” and it has 
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become a “niche market with packages offered by Western and Korean adoption agencies, 
Korean NGOs, and adoptee-run tour companies” (p. 300).  
Recently, news of a young Korean adopted boy was broadcast in Korean multimedia and 
many Koreans were outraged by this tragic news. A young 3-year-old Korean adopted boy, 
Hyunsu, was severely beaten to death by his adopted father only months after being adopted 
from Korea (The Washington Post, 2014). This accident was reported as “ 현수이야기[A story 
of Hyunsu].” Finally, according to the Korean Herald, one of the leading English newspapers in 
Korea, the Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare decided to require adoption agencies to carry 
out one year post-adoption services, such as home visits and reports. They also required an audit 
of Holt International, the agency that governed the adoption case of Hyunsu. Moreover, 
enactment of the Special Adoption Law was accelerated due to this tragic news and was finally 
implemented in Korea in 2012 (Korean Herald, 2012). This resulted in a decrease in the number 
of children sent overseas.  
A recent survey of international Korean adoptees (KIHASA, 2013) conducted with a total 
of 1,030 international Korean adoptees reported that more than ninety percent of adopted parents 
were White and more than two-thirds of international adoptees (76.0%) had graduated from 
college; from these results, it can be assumed that the adoptees lived in a middle to high SES 
families. Also according to the survey results, the Korean visiting experiences among Korean 
adoptees was relatively high (80%) and the purpose of their visiting Korea were varied including 
tourism, birth family searches, and learning Korean culture. They visited Korean approximately 
3.7 times average.  
Adoption occurs for multiple reasons–infertility, adoption of children by relatives, etc. 
(Jones, 2008). Some adoptions are influenced by religious beliefs. Joyce (2013) did a critical 
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examination of Korean adoptions.  She argues that there was a relationship between religion, 
specifically with Evangelicals, and adoption that many Evangelicals considered adoption as a 
way for born-again Christians to realize God’s love to other human beings. She furthered argued 
that the foremost reason that Korean exported babies to foreign countries was the lucrative 
connection between adoption parties in Korea (i.e., Korean government, adoption agencies, 
social workers, and media) and adoption agencies in foreign countries. She provided evidence 
that many people understand wrongly that most adoptions happened in the early years, like 
sixties and seventies, and that most adoptees from Korea were either orphans from the Korean 
War or children from mixed heritage (half Korean and half White or Black). She reported that 
the heaviest time of adoption was actually the 1980s when there were strong connections 
between adoption parties in Korea and adoption agencies in the United States. She criticized 
foreign adoption as motivated by monetary profit and that this was the primary reason for so 
many transnational adoptions in the past fifty years. 
Some studies on adoptees have focused on psychological issues (e.g., sense of belonging 
and exclusion) and argued that adoptees’ attachment to their White communities varied--feeling 
comfortable or feeling at odds--depending on their experience (Meier, 1999). Palmer said, “The 
desire to fit in and be like everybody else often leads transracial adoptees to suppress their 
transracial adoptee identities. However, comparable to their awakening to a racial identity, 
adoptees come to realize that by denying and disregarding their transracial adoptee identities, 
they often feel incomplete” (Palmer, 2010, p. 7-8). Palmer also pointed out that one of the 
problems in the studies of Korean adoptees is that “much of research by Korean adoptees 
remains at the Ph.D level and has not gone beyond academia” (p. 12). Hence, Korean adoptees 
have had to tell their stories in other venues, such as anthologies or memoirs (Kim, 2000; Trenka, 
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2003), or form associations and join organizations in more active ways.  
According to Hübinette (2004), the first association created by adoptees was the 
“Adopterade Koreaners Forening” (AKF) by Swedish Korean adoptees in 1986. There are now 
numerous Korean adoptee associations and organizations around the world, mostly in Northern 
U.S. countries and in Europe, where many Korean adoptees were sent in the past 50 years. These 
kinds of associations offer a platform to share information and feelings among the members, 
protect their rights, and offer opportunities to learn more about their birth country.  
Currently, Korean adoptees are returning to Korea in search of their birth families and 
many Korean dramas and movies are now broadcasting the lives of Korean adoptees and their 
birth family journeys (MBC documentary film, 2014). Since late 1990s the media, such as 
newspaper companies, broadcasting companies, have begun to pay attention to issues of Korean 
adoptees (Hübinette, 2006). In 1995, Sungduk Baumann, a Korean adoptee who was a student in 
the U.S. Air Force Academy, was diagnosed with Leukemia and came to Korea to find a possible 
donor for a bone marrow transplant. Since he was ethnically Korean, it was easier for him to find 
a matching donor from Korea. So his American family came to Korea and started a birth family 
search for him. His search was broadcasted on-air and a documentary film7 was made due to the 
popularity of these kinds of issues among Korean people. Koreans have begun to become aware 
of issues related to Korean adoptees, and this has led to a greater interest in issues of single 
moms, sex violence, handicapped persons, and Mixed-Race Koreans (Hübinette, 2006). 
Of the numerous films, TV dramas, K-pops and other multimedia products that have 
connection to Korean adoptees, probably, the most famous is “Susan Brink’s Arirang” made in 
                                                
7	  According to Hübinette, a special documentary film, “Who will save Brian through Korean broadcasting company 
(KBS) and autobiography from Bauman, “Brian Sungduk Bauman’s story” was published to represent people’s 
interest on this issue in 1997.  
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1991. It is based on a true story of a Swedish Korean woman, who was adopted when she was 
young and became a single mom with a Mixed-Heritage daughter. In this movie, Susan suffered 
from constant abuse from her adopted parents and tried, but failed, to commit suicide twice when 
she was teenager. At the age of eighteen, she became a single mom but then she was abandoned 
by her Swedish boyfriend and had a hard time on surviving. One day, she received a call from a 
reporter who was making a documentary film of Korean adoptees in Europe and she was able to 
locate her birth mother in Korea. She went to Korea with her daughter and reunited with her birth 
mother. Her mother sincerely asked her forgiveness and Susan finally became happy. She found 
the answer for her unanswered question about her identity.   
 Hübinette (2004) is critical of the way that adoption is portrayed as a symbol of rebellion 
of young people toward the older generation in these successful movies and dramas. Even 
though many Korean adoptees are having successful careers and personal lives despite the 
controversial issues, the media keeps portraying Korean adoptees as victims of suppression and 
exploitation by a society that perpetuates miserable lives. He argued that more diverse 
viewpoints and social recognition of Korean adoptees should be portrayed in Korean media.  
In sum, although the composition of Korean population is becoming more diverse, 
Korean adoptees are rarely acknowledged (Hübinette, 2004). Given the fact that Korean society 
is evolving into a more diverse population, there is, unfortunately, less research with adoptees 
than with Korean Americas or Mixed heritage people. According to Kim (2007), “the 
relationship between adoptees and Korea is not only diverse across axes of nationality, age, and 
gender, but it is also a constantly evolving one” (p. 128). That is, as more adoptees cultivate their 
cultural citizenship connections to Korea, they will create a new paradigm in Korean culture and 
this will change their status as part of the Korean diaspora. Further research will help us to better 
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understanding the challenges of Korean adoptees and how they (re)construct and develop their 
identities in diverse surroundings.  
Conclusion 
The social, economic, and political circumstances in South Korea have affected the shape 
of the immigrant population and dynamics in the Korean immigrant community in the United 
States. The globalization policy of South Korea is a major factor that prompts current Korean 
immigrants to view English language acquisition as a form of economic capital in the global 
market. Along with this emphasis on English learning, Korean is also considered important. 
Korean is the language of group solidarity for the Korean community. Thus, Korean is an 
important communicative tool for immigrants. Shin (2013) argued for the importance of heritage 
language education by writing, “Successful cases of heritage language development almost 
always involve the initiative and ongoing support (financial and otherwise) of members of the 
heritage communities in question” (p. 78).    
In this chapter, I offered a literature review using a sociocultural theoretical framework 
focusing on the concept of a community of practice, language and identities, ethnic identity, 
human capital theory, heritage language, and the research on the three groups of Korean 
Americans who were participants in this study. The most relevant conclusion from the literature 
is that language is a major avenue for understanding how identities are constructed and how 
individuals engage in language practices by constructing contexts around them (Norton, 2000).  
Heritage language education is still in a beginning stage (Shin, 2013). Traditionally, 
studies on language and Korean populations were mainly focused on groups of people who were 
Korean diaspora and Korean Americans. Continued research on marginalized groups such as 
Mixed-Heritage Korean Americans and Korean adoptees is needed as well.  
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In my study, the participants were three different groups of college-level Korean 
American heritage language learners, who were enrolled in Korean classes to learn their heritage 
language. My research project focused specifically on the heritage learners’ journey of identity 
(re)construction, development, and negotiation between dominant and heritage languages and 
culture in two different language learning contexts, in class and out-of-class settings. My study 
included the perspectives of the students’ regarding HLL. The goal was to find how my 
participants’ language attitudes and identities were represented, shaped, and shifted by observing 
and interpreting how they negotiated their experiences with their heritage language within 
various cultural contexts (Dyson and Genishi, 2005). The problems, issues, and research covered 
in this literature review are reflected in many of the issues narrated by my participants. This 
review helped me to frame and interpret what my participants were telling me in our narrative 
interviews. 
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Chapter 3   
Methodology 
Social science research starts from the assumption that in studying humans we are 
examining a creative process whereby people produce and maintain forms of life, society, and 
systems of meaning and value. Research then is a “self-conscious attempt to restore the critical 
and liberating function to intellectual investigation” (Christians & Carey, 1981, p. 346).  
The purpose of this study was to investigate the relation between the identities of three 
different types of Korean HLL college students and their language-learning practices through the 
collection of narratives and observations from both in-class and out-of-class observations. I 
wanted to know how these three distinctive groups of Korean heritage language learners 
negotiated particular social situations with others.  
I designed this research using a sociocultural framework. I further employed narrative 
inquiry as a key method for my research project because narrative helped me see the world from 
the perspective of my participants. This chapter outlines my research design including the 
theoretical framework followed by the rationale for positioning my research in narrative inquiry. 
Further, the process of data collection, study participants, data analysis, and the position of the 
researcher are discussed in detailed.  
Qualitative Research 
Qualitative research aims to understand the big picture of phenomenon in sociocultural 
contexts. The assumption is that people want to examine a creative process whereby other people 
produce and maintain forms of life, society, and systems of meaning and value.  
According to Taylor and Bogdan (1998), qualitative research is “more than a set of data-
gathering techniques” and it aims for the originality and contextuality of certain social events. 
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Denzin and Lincoln (2000) argue that different individuals with different backgrounds can 
acquire very different meanings from a particular social situation. In qualitative research the 
experiences of every participant is an important source of information about the phenomena 
under study.  
Within the epistemology of a qualitative framework, qualitative inquirers use different 
approaches, theories, and methodologies to explore and understand human action and 
experience. The task of undertaking qualitative research is to describe participant “stories and to 
creatively and imaginatively spin a thread of a story to make the project extraordinarily thick” 
(Geertz, 1973, p. 39). Out of the thickly described data, then, readers can search for meaning in a 
“web of significance” (p. 5) that is intricately embedded in human behavior of social 
phenomenon. In the same vein, Miles and Huberman (1994) insist that qualitative data are rich, 
holistic, and can provide, “thick descriptions,” which are vivid and nested in real contexts 
(Geertz, 1973).   
According to Maxwell (2005), qualitative research is not primarily concerned with 
eliminating variance between researchers in the values and expectations they bring to the study, 
but with understanding how a particular researcher’s values and expectations influence the 
conduct and conclusions of the study. The goal in a qualitative study for Maxwell is not to 
eliminate this influence, but to understand it and use it productively.  
In a qualitative research study, researchers try to gather evidence and construct claims 
based on certain phenomenon.  For example, in language and literacy studies, researchers are 
particularly interested in social activities as organized by language use, which occur in speech 
and literacy events and practices. These speech events refer to the activities that are structured by 
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ways of talking (Hymes, 1974; Labov, 1972) and such events would include ways of greeting 
others, telling stories, playing, praying, and even teaching. 
In summary, this research project uses a qualitative approach. First, this study is field-
focused and heavily concerned with specific individuals in specific contexts. The purpose of my 
study is to understand how language learners form, negotiate, and transform language through 
language learning practices in certain contexts. Language learning is experiential and therefore, 
qualitative research methods suit the aim of the study. Second, social science research requires 
interpretive processes because it is difficult to study social phenomena from a neutral point of 
view. Interpretive processes evolve “within a fluid process where individuals interact, create 
shared meanings and differences emerge that requires further interpretation” (Amalia, Johnson 
Mardones, Johnston-Parsons, Shen, Shin & Swanson, 2015). The world of reality is a series of 
interactions and negotiations of people and there are no selves before individuals interact within 
the social context. This is an ontological perspective that shows why we need to interpret 
everyday occurrences.  
Narrative Inquiry 
Our lives are composed of lived experiences, and understanding our experiences plays a 
key role in comprehending how we view the world. Chase (2008) states, “Narrative inquiry is 
embedded in and shaped by broad social and historical currents, particularly the ubiquity of 
personal narratives in contemporary Western culture and politics” (p. 82). 
The epistemological assumption of narrative inquiry is that human beings make sense of 
their daily experience by living in story structures. According to Clandinin and Connelly (1990), 
“The main claim for the use of narrative in educational research is that humans are storytelling 
organisms who, individually and socially, lead storied lives” (p. 2). The study of narrative, 
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therefore, is the study of the ways humans experience the world. 
 In his book, The Call of Stories, Cole (1989) insists on the power of stories and novels 
and that more attention should be paid to the narratives of the participants because it is important 
to engage and interpret their stories. He argues, 
Novels and stories are renderings of life; they cannot only keep us company, but 
admonish us, point us in new directions, or give us the courage to stay a given 
course. They can offer us kinsmen, kinswomen, comrades, advisers – offer us 
other eyes through which we might see, other ears with which we might make 
soundings. (p. 160)  
In the same vein, Polkinghorne (1988) argues, “The study of human behavior needs to 
include an exploration of the meaning systems that form human experience” (p. 1). He also 
claims that narrative is “a meaning structure that organizes events and human actions into a 
whole, thereby attributing significance to individual actions and events according to their effect 
on the whole” (p. 18).  
Bruner supports the need for narrative inquiry in educational research, stating: “Telling 
stories is an astonishing thing. We are a species whose main purpose is to tell each other about 
the expected and the surprises that upset the expected, and we do that through the stories we tell” 
(Bruner, cited in Charon & Montello, 2002, p. 8). Bruner (2004), by quoting both Aristotle and 
Wilde, argues that “narrative imitates life; life imitates narrative” (p. 691). In other words, life is 
constructed by a collection of active reasons from human beings and through the same kind of 
ratiocination human beings constructs narratives. This statement captures well the bilateral 
characteristic of narrative and therefore, narrative is a two-way affair and has multivocallity in 
very diverse, fluid, and transferable circumstances.  
Clandinin and Connelly (2004) suggest four narrative inquiry directions--inward and 
outward, backward and forward. They explain,  
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by inward, they mean toward the internal conditions, such as feelings, hopes, aesthetic 
reactions, and moral dispositions. By outward, they mean toward the existential 
conditions, that is, the environment. By backward and forward, they refer to temporality--
past, present, and future. (p. 50)  
 
Positioning myself as a researcher within this three-dimensional space in narrative 
inquiry, I asked questions pointing in these four directions, I composed texts and wrote research 
texts that addressed both personal and social issues by looking inward and outward, and I 
addressed temporal issues by looking not only to the present event but to the past and the future 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2004).  
Overall, there are five reasons why narrative inquiry supports my research project:  
1. Narrative inquiry enhances personal and social growth of both researchers and 
participants by reconstructing their experience. (Dewey, 1938; Clandinin & 
Conelley, 2004) 
2. Narrative researchers treat narrative as a distinct form of discourse. In other words, 
researchers treat discourse as verbal action--as doing or accomplishing something. 
(Gee, 2002) 
3. Narrative researchers view stories as both enabled and constrained by a range of 
social resources and circumstances. (Wenger, 1998)  
4. Narrative researchers treat narratives as socially situated interactive performances--
as produced in this particular setting, for this particular audience, for these particular 
purposes. (Gee, 2002)  
5. Narrative researchers view themselves as narrators as they develop interpretations 
and find ways in which to present or publish their ideas about the narratives they 
studied. (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000)   
By adapting narrative inquiry as the main method for my study, I was aiming to develop 
deep stories of the multiple voices and perspectives of three different types of Korean heritage 
language learners. I used the stories they constructed during narrative meetings to develop case 
studies. Recounting the details of their stories reminded them of what they had experienced and 
what they hoped to experience (Cole, 1989). The narratives from my participants were a 
collective exploration of the responses of three different types of Korean heritage language 
learners to their HLL.   
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Narrative researchers must re-construct the narratives told to them by their participants. 
To do this, I paid attention to the fact that these narratives were not only connected to broader 
contexts (i.e., grand narratives) but also to the daily narratives that my participants and I 
experienced during the research process.  In other words, researchers are already “engaged in 
living and telling their stories--of themselves, of the participants, and of their shared inquiries” 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2004, p. 71).  
Research Questions 
In this study, I aimed to investigate three different types of Korean American college 
students’ HLL particularly focused on the learning process during Korean class. For this 
purpose, I had two research questions that guided my research.  
1. How do three different types of Korean heritage learners (Korean American heritage 
learners, Mixed-Heritage Korean learners, Korean adoptee heritage learners) construct 
and develop their identities in the process of heritage language learning? (Language and 
identities)  
2. What are the social and cultural contexts that influence the negotiations in the 
participants’ heritage language learning? (Social relationship) 
To address these questions I asked my participants to tell me narratives about their 
experiences in the heritage language courses and related life experiences in order to see how the 
courses influenced their language identities as Korean heritage language learners. 
Research Settings 
A large Mid-western university was the site of the study because: (a) numerous Korean 
Americans were in attendance, and (b) the unique characteristics of the Korean language 
program. Korean American students are one of the largest minority groups in this university,  
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most of them are from either Chicago or Chicago suburbs, and they were from with middle to 
upper SES backgrounds. Chicago is not only one of the biggest metropolitan cities in the United 
States, but also a popular place for Korean immigrants. According to U.S. census (2010), Illinois 
is has the fifth largest number of Korean Americans residents. The university is in the top five of 
U.S. universities out of the  “Top 25 Hosting international students” (Institute of International 
Education, 2012). 
There is no official statistical data on the number of Korean in the wider community in 
the research setting, but informal data suggests over 2,500 people of Korean-origin (Korean and 
Korean Americans) live in the community, the majority of whom are students who are studying 
abroad in the United States. According to the International Student and Scholar Service (ISSS), 
the number of Korean students at the university in this community is currently is slightly less 
than 1500, including 800+ undergraduate students and 500 some graduate students (International 
Office website, 2012).  
Moreover, unlike most universities, where they have Korean language programs, the 
Korean language program at this university includes two different tracks--a heritage language 
learners’ track and non-heritage language track. Since there is a tendency for heritage language 
learners to acquire Korean much faster than non-heritage language learners, Korean language 
instructors often prefer to group students into two different tracks. However, due to the lack of 
budget and human resources, many universities with Korean language program only offer classes 
with a mixture of heritage and non-heritage language learners.  
Study Participants 
The participants for my research were students of Korean ethnicity who were learning 
Korean at the current state/university, and for some, Korean was a heritage language learned at 
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home. The Korean instructors assisted me in recruiting student participants and the parents 
provided added data for the case study narratives in order to triangulate and add credibility to my 
data. The recruitment procedure and study flow are described in the following figure (See Figure 
4). 
 
Figure 4. Recruitment procedures and study flow  
In order to recruit participants, I first went to the director of the Korean language 
program. I asked permission from the director and the instructors of three Korean language 
classrooms to come to their classes to recruit students. Since I was working as a teaching 
assistant for the Korean language program, I had access to the list of students and could 
determine who was and who was not a heritage language learner in the program by checking 
their full names including nicknames. I visited other TAs’ offices and explained my study and 
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left a consent letter in order to give them information and time to think about potential 
participants for me.  
After gaining permission from the teachers, I went to classes and explained my study to 
the students. The recruitment letter also asked for volunteer students who had Korean parent(s) 
or were adopted from Korea to be a case study participant. The letter contained predefined 
criteria for recruiting case study student participants in my study. The criteria were that 
participants should be: (a) Korean Americans whose parents are both Koreans (i.e., immigrant, 
transnational families, etc.), (b) Korean Americans with at least one parent with Korean 
sociocultural ethnicity, or (c) Korean Americans who were adopted to the United States before 
they started schooling. My initial plan was to have 9 case study student participants--three 
students from each criteria group--from those who volunteered based on the predefined criteria. 
However, I finally had 7 case study participants, 3 of whom were Korean American learners, 2 
of whom were Mixed-Heritage learners and 2 of whom were Korean adoptee learners.   
I answered questions and left the consent letters for the students. All forms were written 
in English, the students’ first language. Once the class ended, I went back to class to collect the 
consent forms. By repeating this recruitment process, I was able to have more volunteers than I 
expected from the first case study group, Korean American learners. I also made observations in 
the courses and paid particular attention to students that volunteered to participate.   
Since the purpose of the study was to investigate how HLL influenced heritage learners’ 
ideas of themselves, the most important criteria in selecting participants was to find heritage 
students showing particularly interesting perspectives, for example, interesting classroom 
discussions or presentations, particularly critical or well-articulated opinions expressed in class. 
In other words, my aim was to find students with diverse perspectives. The following table 
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describes the reasons why I chose each participant. More detailed stories of each participant are 
provided in each group chapter (See Chapters 4, 5, & 6).  
The following table describes the reasons why I chose each participant. More detailed 
stories of each participant are provided in each group chapter (See Chapters 4, 5, & 6).  
Table 1  
Selection Criteria for Participants  
Group Name Reason to be chosen 
Korean American 
heritage learners 
Hayoon 
Critical perspectives on Korean culture (e.g., 
dog eating custom, Korean international 
students – See chapter 4) 
Minsoo 
I knew his father and he was also 
recommended by instructor (top student in the 
class – See chapter 4) 
Jiu 
Showed interesting opinion on Korean cultural 
customs (e.g., live octopus and Korean 
parents’ expectation- See chapter 4) 
Mixed-Heritage 
learners 
Nicole 
Actively engaged class activities; showed a 
clear interest in my research topic – See 
chapter 5 
Esther 
Unique physical characters; presentation on the 
life of Mixed-Race Koreans in Korea – See 
chapter 5 
Korean adoptee 
heritage learners 
Cecilia Actively engaged in class activities;, instructor’s recommendation 
Bryce 
Identified through snowball sampling; actively 
involved with Korean adoptee community and 
Korean cultural center events 
 
After a couple of class observations, I chose three participants for the Korean ethnicity 
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group from two different Korean classes and they all stayed with me until the end of the study. 
With the second case study group, Mixed-Heritage learners, my initial plan was to have three 
participants. However, one student decided not to participate due to personal reasons in the 
middle of the collecting data, so I ended up with two participants in the group. The last group, 
Korean adoptee learners, was the most difficult to find participants. I had only one participant, 
but one of my participants from Korean American group recommended one more participant. 
Therefore, I had two participants for Korean adoptee group. The following table describes 
information study participants (See table 2). 
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Table 2 
Information on Study Participants
Group Korean American heritage learners 
Mixed-Heritage 
Korean learners 
Korean Adoptee 
heritage learners 
Name Hayoon Minsoo Jiu Nicole Esther Cecilia Bryce 
Sex F M F F F F M 
Age 22 21 20 18 18 19 23 
Grade Senior Junior Sopho-more Freshman Freshman 
Freshma
n Senior 
Ethnicit
y Korean Korean Korean 
Korean 
(mother)/ 
White 
American 
(father) 
Korean 
(mother)/ 
Black 
American 
(father) 
Korean 
(birth-
parents 
on 
record) 
Korean 
(birth-
parents 
on 
record) 
Korean 
level 
High 
Inter-
mediate 
Advanced 
Low 
inter-
mediate 
Beginning Advanced Beginning 
Beginnin
g 
# of 
visiting 
Korea 
15 9 1 2 
Resided in 
Korean  
(12 years) 
0 1 
SES Upper middle Middle 
Working 
class 
Upper 
middle Middle Middle Middle 
Religion N/A N/A Christian N/A Christian N/A Christian 
Family 
composi
tion 
Father/ 
mother/ 
younger 
sister 
 
Father/ 
mother/ 
older 
brother 
Father/ 
mother/  
2 sisters 
 
Father/ 
mother/ 
older sister 
Father/ 
mother/ 
younger 
brother 
Father/ 
mother/ 
two 
older 
brothers, 
who are 
Korean 
adoptees 
same as 
Cecilia 
Father/ 
mother/ 
step 
brothers 
and 
sisters 
(but 
raised as 
an only 
child) 
Korean 
track Heritage Heritage Heritage 
Non-
heritage Heritage 
Non-
heritage 
Non-
heritage 
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After selecting the case study student participants, I scheduled narrative meetings with 
them. During the narrative meetings, I asked them for permission to contact their parents. I was 
able to gain permission from all case study student participants except, Bryce, who was the last 
recruited participant in the Adoptee sub group. He did not want me to contact his parents. For the 
others I contacted their parents by phone, explained my study and gained permission to have an 
interview with me. I sent a consent form via email and asked them to sign the form and send it 
back to me. After the consent forms were returned, I conducted a phone interview with them.  
Data Sources 
The data were collected from a wide range of sites and contexts--class observations and 
out-of–class observations such as multimedia spaces (i.e., online learning website and IM). The 
data also included narrative meetings conversations guided by a set of general questions, a 
background survey, class observations, written artifacts produced by the participants in language 
classes, field notes, and audio-recorded conversations. I had a long list of questions for the 
interview protocol that I used selectively with different participants depending on their 
background and responses. (See Appendix B and C) 
These varied data sources enabled me to gather detailed information about my 
participants and their thoughts about HLL. This variety in the data helped me to establish the 
credibility of my findings. My own expertise in teaching Korean HLL classes, as well as my 
insider status within Korean heritage culture also increased the credibility of the study. Many 
researchers in ethnic studies are insiders of the communities they study (Gans, 1997).  
The following table summarizes the research method and data sources I collected from 
students and parents. 
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Table 3 
Methods and Data Sources for Each Participant Group   
Participant 
group Methods Data sources 
Instructor • Class observation 
• Field notes 
• Instructor recommendations 
Students 
• Class observation (Korean 
class 
• Out-of-class observation  
• Narrative meetings 
 
• Background surveys 
• Artifacts produced by 
participants (Korean reading 
and writing) 
• Audio-recorded files 
• Field notes 
Parents 
• Semi-structured interview 
 
• Audio-recorded files 
• Transcript notes 
 
Data Collection 
Data were collected between January 2013 and October 2013.  
Observing in the Classrooms  
The main focus of this data source was student work and participation in their heritage 
language classes. I focused on their reaction, language use, and demonstrated attitudes during 
class settings; I did not collect data on the instructors.  
Data Collection with Case Study Student Participants  
I collected these data from the case study student participants as follows:  First, I did 
classroom observations. The classes met on weekdays (Monday through Friday) for 50 minutes. 
Class observations occurred twice a week for a 12-week period. Since the group was not large I 
was able to collect data on case study student participants and I recognized students’ faces and 
voices easily. In addition to field notes and audio-recordings of the course sessions, I also 
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collected and photocopied work samples from students with permission from both them and 
their instructors.  
Second, I collected audio-recordings of case study narrative meetings. With each 
participant I had two narrative interview meetings lasting between 60 and 90 minutes. During 
the first meeting, I collected a background survey (See Appendix A) and students’ narratives; 
the second meeting was primarily focused on collecting narratives. Narratives provided data on 
their thoughts and understandings of learning Korean language and culture and how they 
viewed themselves.  
The narrative meeting interviews were mainly conducted in English, but during the 
conversations my student participants often code switched or code mixed between Korean and 
English. (See Appendix B for the narrative meeting protocol.) The meetings took place mostly 
in a coffee shop on campus but sometimes in my office. I called these interviews ‘Narrative 
Meeting Interviews (hereafter: Narrative meetings)’ because the main purpose was not for me to 
ask a list of questions but to encourage the participants to tell me stories related to several 
preselected topics. Unlike traditional interviews, narrative inquiry gives space for more open 
reflection to both researcher and participants (Polkinghorne, 1988; Clandinin & Connelly, 
2004). I began each narrative meeting by telling them some of my stories about why I was 
interested in this research. I found that building rapport with my participants was much easier 
than I anticipated and gradually they seemed to all show an interest to my study and my story.  
Third, I collected informal data. I sometimes ran into some of the participants on 
campus, and we had a small chat. If I there were relevant remarks, I later asked their permission 
to use these for data and they all agreed.  
Data Collection with Parents  
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The data collected from the parents were audio-recorded interview data. I conducted one 
phone interview with all but one of the parents and these lasted approximately 40 minutes. (See 
Appendix C for the interview protocol.) Since first generation Korean immigrant parents tend to 
have limited English proficiency, I conducted the interviews in Korean to establish rapport in 
order to be culturally sensitive (Patton, 1990). I conducted the interviews with one Korean 
adoptee participant’s mother in English because she was White American and English was her 
primary language. The semi-structured interview questions used for the parent interviews 
covered their understanding/speaking skills of both Korean and English, opinions about Korean 
instruction, Korean learning experiences in the past (e.g., literacy sources at home), language 
choices at home, and so on. Each time, I first introduced myself to the parents and explained the 
purpose of the study. In Korean culture, it is common to exchange personal information briefly 
before any kind of discourse happens. This approach helped parents to feel comfortable and to 
lessen any apprehension they might have had about the interview. 
I used the interviews of participants and parents to gain a better understanding of the 
case study participants’ Korean learning environment and history prior to their Korean learning 
at college. The parents’ perspectives were used to confirm and elaborate on the participants’ 
narratives about their family experiences and identity issues.  
Data Analysis 
In qualitative study, the analytic process is a spiral (Creswell, 2007), continuously 
“recursive and dynamic” (Merriam, 1998, p.155). Data analysis for my study occurred 
simultaneously with data collection. The first data that I analyzed were class observation notes 
while choosing participants and then I focused on my case study participants. After completing 
each class observation, I organized my field notes and audio files. After each narrative meeting, 
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I transcribed the audio file data and began analyzing them. All narrative meeting interviews 
were transcribed verbatim and the ones conducted in Korean language translated to English. I 
translated everything--English to Korean, adding descriptions of their body gestures and facial 
expressions from my notes--to ensure that I captured every moment during the narrative 
meetings. I checked my Korean translated data with two other Korean native speakers to ensure 
accuracy.     
Two narrative meeting interviews with case study participants and the semi-structured 
interview with their parents were linked (Erickson, 1986) together participants’ language 
learning practices observed in-class and in out-of-class settings in order to construct 
interpretations of their ‘‘real worlds’’ (Dyson and Genishi, 2005).  
In her book of Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences, Riessman (2008) introduced 
four different narrative inquiry analysis methods--thematic analysis, structural analysis, 
dialogic/performance analysis, and visual analysis. It is typical for researchers doing thematic 
analysis to be concerned with content--what is said, written, or visually shown. According to 
Riessman, this approach is often confused with grounded theory in qualitative research methods. 
However, the main characteristic of thematic narrative analysis is that “narrative scholars keep a 
story ‘intact’ by theorizing from the case rather than from component themes (categories) across 
cases” (p. 53).  
Structural narrative analysis helped me to broaden my data analysis. This approach is 
concerned with the content of the interview, but also pays attention to narrative form, which 
gave insights beyond what can be learned from the referential meanings of the interview alone. 
Solely using thematic narrative analysis would have been difficult for me to capture societal 
contexts, such as power relations, institutional constraints, and evolution of the relationship 
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between teller and listener. That was why I combined the two methods, structural and thematic, 
for my data analysis. Riessman (2008) explaines the benefits of using structural narrative 
analysis especially for detailed case studies and comparisons across cases.  
Microanalysis of several narratives can build theories that relate language and 
meaning in ways that are missed when transparency is assumed, as in thematic 
narrative analysis. Because it takes language seriously, structural narrative 
analysis provides tools for investigators who want to interrogate how participants 
use speech to construct themselves and their histories. (Riessman, 2008, p. 103) 
In addition to analyzing each narrative meeting interview in-depth, other 
collected data--field notes from classroom settings and out-of-class sources, participants’ 
written materials and the audio-recorded data--were compared to search for coherence or 
incoherence.  
I used thematic narrative analysis to establish the particular cases and stories from my 
participants. The unit of analysis was each case and I captured the “real stories” intact for 
interpretive purposes. By doing so, unlike the grounded theory based analysis, I was able to 
fracture the data (e.g., coding) but selectively preserved sequence and detail.  
The next step was a structural narrative analysis that paid attention to other contexts 
such as the place and order of a story and the reason why each story emerged under what 
conditions. Finally, after all the relevant points and themes had been synthesized from the data, 
the transcripts and field notes were re-read to make sure that all of the important aspects of the 
phenomena were included.  
The main focus for my research project was language learning practices and how people 
react, negotiate, and transform their identities throughout their language learning contexts. 
Therefore, I think combining the two narrative analysis approaches fit the purpose of my study 
and by doing so, I was able to develop fuller interpretations of my data.   
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Ethical Issues 
Considering ethical principles in the design and procedures of research is essential for 
researchers working in the social science field. For security, my data were encrypted by using 
pseudonyms to ensure that no information could be linked directly to the participants.  
My position at the research settings raised ethical questions. The first issue was my 
relationship with the director of the program and other teaching assistants. Since I worked as a 
teaching assistant for more than two years in the same program, I formed a close relationship 
with the so-called gatekeepers (i.e., the director of the program and other teaching assistants) of 
my research project. Therefore, I was cautious not force them to help me request participants. 
Second, when I recruited case study student participants, I attempted to confirm that none of the 
possible case study students felt pressured to participate. Next, I needed to be aware of possible 
prejudices about Mixed-Heritage Korean Americans and Korean adoptees. For many years, 
Koreans considered themselves a monoethnic people, and thus, there have been deep-rooted 
prejudices and xenophobia toward foreigners, especially for Koreans who married foreigners.   
Current statistical polls show an increasing percentage of the population think that 
considering Koreans as homogenous group is wrong; that is, Koreans are becoming more 
heterogonous in opinion and in reality. The Prime Minister Kim Hwang-Sik has condemned 
xenophobic outbursts as “pathological,” and he urges South Koreans to make the transition to a 
multicultural society “not as a choice, but as an imperative” (New York Times, 2012). As a 
researcher who is familiar with theories on multicultural education and diversity, I made a 
strong effort to ensure that my stance was as neutral as possible and not influenced by 
stereotypes about Mixed-Heritage and Korean adoptee participants in my research project.  
Last but not the least, privacy and confidentiality of the participants was taken into 
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account. I was well aware that “qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the 
world” (Stake, 2000, p. 447), and my presence and observations could potentially be intrusive in 
their personal lives or violate their privacy. Thus, my presence in this study was fully negotiated 
with my participants. I checked with them often and made sure they were comfortable with 
what they were telling me. I also did member checking with my participants to allow them to 
make clear with any information or their remarks that they provided to me. It is also typical in 
narrative inquiry that ethical issues of voice arise for both researchers and participants. I 
attempted to maintain all viable perspectives in restorying these narratives. 
In order to ensure the credibility, I frequently referred back to my research questions and 
the purpose of my study. I often revisited my researcher’s reflection journal and data to continue 
to help me to put things in a larger context. Further, I continually employed participant member 
checking to ensure the credibility. During narrative meetings with the case study student 
participants, I confirmed what they meant and how I interpreted points from the previous 
meeting. This technique repeated when I conducted the interview with parents. At the end of the 
interview, I checked my understandings to make things were clear for both of us and if I was 
hesitant about anything in the data, I emailed them to ask for further clarification.  
Throughout this member checking process, I hoped to increase the credibility of my 
study by sharing my interpretations of the data and getting the participants’ feedback. 
According to Stake (2000), “triangulation has been generally considered a process of using 
multiple perceptions to clarify meaning, verifying the repeatability of an observation or 
interpretation (p. 454).” For this study, I employed a variety of data sources and methods for 
data collection and analyzing to establish data trustworthiness.  
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Researcher’s Stance 
My interest in Korean heritage language learners and their attitudes and beliefs about the 
language learning practices began from the moment I started working as a teaching assistant in 
the Korean program at the university where this study was conducted. I had been working as a 
teaching assistant for two and a half years. The level and groups of the students that I taught 
varied, but I was mainly in charge of Korean heritage courses. Throughout my experiences with 
these students, I was able to gain some tacit knowledge about who they were, the kinds of 
learning environments that surrounded them as they learned their heritage language, and the 
expectations that their family and other Koreans held for them in terms of improving Korean 
language skills and cultural orientation.  
Although I was not a Korean heritage learner myself, I could understand and empathize 
with their frustrations as members of a marginalized group in this society. When I was in 
second grade, I spent a year living in Cardiff, U.K. I was the only Korean ESL student in the 
elementary school that I attended, and that experience was emotionally, physically, and socially 
stressful. I felt deserted as a member of a marginalized group and I experienced the conflicts of 
dual identities. These days, my contact with Korean American bilingual individuals and 
communities in the United States has spurred my interest in studying what is theoretically 
helpful and relevant to HLL practices and issues of language attitude and identities. 
My philosophical, educational, and political stances are closely related to my roles as 
researcher, instructor, and Korean. I was not teaching during the time this study was conducted.  
Significantly, as a Korean native student, studying the HLL practices of Korean American 
community, my social identity presented opportunities and limitations. One benefit was that I 
had an insider status that aided in data collection because I was able to code switch with 
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participants, analyze the interviews and diaries in the context of shared ethnic experiences, and 
gain access and trust within the ethnic Korean community. The clearest limitation of which I 
was aware was that my ethnic membership might have created blind spots or biases about my 
participants. However, I tried my best to safeguard against these possible biases by engaging in 
critical reflexivity throughout the process (i.e., member- checking, triangulation, and researcher 
reflective journaling).    
In a sense, this research project was strongly influenced by my interests, experience and 
professional background in education, foreign language learning, and interest in literacy studies, 
language attitudes, and identities. In narrating the experiences of my case study participants, I 
am also creating a self- reproduction (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004; Goffman, 1959) of my own 
language attitudes and identities about heritage language education.  
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Chapter 4 
Korean American Heritage Learners 
This chapter describes the Korean language learning experiences of three Korean 
American heritage learners--Hayoon, Minsoo, and Jiu. The following three narrative accounts 
draw from multiple sources of data. I tried to search out the complexity of the language 
identities of these Korean heritage language learners by following their Korean learning 
experiences both inside and outside of the Korean classroom. 
From my narrative interviews with these three heritage learners, I found that their stories 
were unique and had their own value. I chose to re-story (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) these 
narrative accounts in a general chronological order to capture their distinctive HLL experiences. 
The stories they shared with me were expressions that included their personal, historical, 
cultural, and social situations and how these experiences affected in the process of their identity 
constructions.     
This chapter will start with a narrative story of Hayoon, a second generation Korean 
American, by discussing her HLL experiences from childhood to her current life as an 
undergraduate student. Her stories focus particularly on how she developed her love and hate 
relationship with Korean language and culture from her perspective as a second-generation 
Korean immigrant.  
The second section will be about Minsoo, a 1.5 generation Korean American, who is the 
only male participant in this group.  Minsoo’s story focused on how his identity shifted during 
his early years of schooling in the United States and how his social identity affected his choice 
of learning Korean as a heritage language.  
 94 
Last, the Korean learning experience narratives of Jiu will be explored. Unlike most 
Korean immigrant families and the other two participants who shared more sociocultural 
similarities than differences, Jiu was from working class family. Jiu’s story provides a more 
critical view on the future of heritage language education of Korean.   
Before I introduce the stories, I would like to provide some context. First, although 
Hayoon and Minsoo were from the same Korean classroom, the three students showed different 
levels of understanding Korean. Minsoo was the top student and already had an advanced level 
Korean knowledge, whereas Hayoon was still at an intermediate level. Jiu was from the 
beginner’s class and her Korean was the least advanced compared to the two other participants.  
As a matter of sociocultural status, both Hayoon and Minsoo were from middle class 
background. However, Jiu was from working class family. All three students had visited Korea 
at least once. For Hayoon and Minsoo, visiting Korea occurred quite regularly, but Jiu only 
went to Korea once when she was in kindergarten. Interestingly, when I asked them to 
categorize themselves, all three participants defined themselves as Korean Americans, although 
Hayoon first refused to label herself with these predefined terms.  
A Case of Hayoon: A Considerate Learner with Love and Hate Relationship with 
Koreanness 
Chic, cool, pretty--these were the words that came across my mind when I first saw 
Hayoon in Korean 250 class, a class for high intermediate to low-advanced level learners. When 
I approached the instructor, Ms. Kim, the Korean instructor, and asked if there is a good 
candidate who fits the criteria of my study, Hayoon was one of the students she recommended. 
She told me that Hayoon is very organized, diligent, enthusiastic student and showed a strong 
interest in Korean culture and language during class time. After having a couple of class 
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observations at Ms. Kim’s class, I decided to invite Hayoon to be a participant. Throughout my 
class observations, I observed that Hayoon seemed to be a student with a keen and unique 
perspective on Korean culture and language.  
One day during my class observations, Ms. Kim and the students were having a 
discussion on Korean customs and culture. In the beginning of the class, Ms. Kim set several 
questions that were mainly about different concepts between foreigners and Koreans. One of the 
questions was: 외국인이 한국인에 대해서 가지고 있는 인상이나 선입견 중에서 
진실이라기 보다는 편견이나 과장된 것은 무엇입니까?  [What kinds of impressions or 
prejudice do foreigners often have toward Koreans that are closer to misjudgment or 
exaggeration than truth?] One student answered that people often think Koreans all know K-
Pop8, and another answered that all Koreans are superior in math and science. Then, Hayoon 
raised her hand and told the class about the misconception of a dog eating culture. She said,  
  저는 개고기를 먹은 적이 없고 앞으로도 먹지 않을 거예요. 모든 한국 사람들이 
개고기를 먹는다는 것은 잘못입니다.  하지만 그건 한국 사람들의 문화예요. 
프랑스 사람들은 snail 도 먹구요, 말도 먹어요.  
 
[I have never eaten dog and I don't have any plans to do so in the future. It is a wrong 
concept that all Koreans eat dog. However, it is considered as a cultural custom among 
Koreans, just like French people eat snails and even horses.] 
  
Ms. Kim continued this discussion about the rapidly increasing numbers of Korean 
students coming to the United States for early study abroad experiences and their adjustments to 
American culture. Students actively engaged in the discussion and Hayoon was one of the most 
active participants. When Ms. Kim asked the following question: 유학생들 중에서 문제가 
되고 있는 학생들은 어떤 그룹이라고 합니까? [What kinds of Korean international students 
                                                
8 K-Pop, Korean pop (Korean gayo), is a musical genre that identifies a modern form of South Korean pop music. 
It first gained popularity in the late 90s. Hallyu (Koran Wave) is another notable social phenomenon that has driven 
K-Pop’s popularity among teenagers and young adults in East and Southeast Asian countries.   
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are the most problematic?], Hayoon again showed a critical perspective and many students 
nodded as if they agreed with her remark. 
여기 오면 한국 유학생들이 공부를 하러 왔는데 매일매일 어울려 다니고 
한국말만 하고 자신에 대해서 돈을 쓰고 공부할 정신이 없는 것 같아요. 제가 볼 
때 한국 유학생들은 외국인하고 관심 없는 것 같아요. 여기서만 그런 게 아니라 
다른 학교에서도 그런대요. 
[It is obvious that the Korean students came here to study, but I think they are more into 
having fun with each other and always speak Korean and spend money on decorating 
/clothing themselves. I do not think they are interested in making friends with other 
ethnicities. This attitude is prevalent not just with the Korean students on this campus, 
but also at other universities.]  
I eventually asked Hayoon if she would be willing to join my research study and she 
agreed. In our first narrative meeting, I told her why I chose her as a participant and said that I 
appreciated her accepting my invitation to the study. When I told her Ms. Kim’s 
recommendation, she said, “I think I would agree with her in that my interest in Korean culture 
as a Korean American has gotten stronger in the last year and half or so. So I’m at a good point 
to be interviewed for something like this. Glad that I can offer my viewpoint on Korean 
language and culture.”   
We started our meeting discussing topics related to family background such as 
circumstances around the decision to immigrate to the United States. She explained that she was 
a second-generation Korean American and was born in one of the suburbs of the greater 
Chicago area. She was the first daughter of her family and she has a younger sister, Nayoon, 
who is four years younger and a high school sophomore at the time of our first narrative 
meeting.  
It was Hayoon’s grandmother’s generation that decided to immigrate to the United 
States. There were 8 siblings including her grandmother who first immigrated to the United 
States and they all came to Chicago. Hayoon’s mother and father met each other through their 
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parents’ who were friends with each other, i.e., it was an arranged marriage--and her mother 
came to the United States when she was in her 20s. According to Hayoon, her father used to 
own a jewelry store and now works as a general contractor. Her mother used to work as a 
pharmacist but now she is a stay-at-home mom taking care of her family.   
 When we talked about her grandfather, suddenly the topic changed to the accents of 
North Koreans and the general characteristics of North Korean dialects. Interestingly, Hayoon’s 
grandfather was from North Korea and crossed the border from North to South during the 
Korean War. Since a North Korean accent is very distinctive compared to other dialects in 
Korea, I asked Hayoon if she remembered anything about his accents. Hayoon said she did 
recognize the differences but sadly her grandfather passed away when she was young. 
Then Hayoon started to comment on her experiences with North Koreans in summer 
2012. She had volunteered over the summer with 40 other university students including 17 of 
them who were Korean Americans at ‘Yeosu Expo’ in Yeosu, South Korea. Yeosu is a 
medium-sized Southern coastal city and famous for its beautiful coastal view and delicious 
cuisines. She served as one of the ‘Student Ambassador’ at U.S. Pavilion from May through 
August 2012. The Student Ambassadors interacted with Pavilion guests in many capacities, 
including greeting visitors, government officials, and dignitaries and providing administrative, 
protocol, and programming support. All the student ambassadors were either U.S. citizens or 
permanent residents and had to be proficient in Korean. According to Hayoon, all of them 
received one college credit and a stipend.   
Hayoon enthusiastically engaged in many activities and duties to which she was 
assigned. For example, she had a couple of newspaper interviews.  
So I had these interview and I went to see the articles. And even if I knew what I said, it 
was hard for me to read it because it’s such a different way of writing and speaking. I 
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haven’t read any Korean books yet and it was a lot more difficult than I thought. It was 
just about how we viewed ourselves as Korean Americans and how we think about this 
opportunity. It was from 조선일보9. They sent me a link and I read it because they 
directly quoted what I said. But even if I knew what I told them it was hard to read and 
understand it. (Narrative meeting 1, April 15th) 
Her passionate side was even more evident in our second narrative meeting. She brought 
a high-end camera and showed me some pictures. She said she took pictures almost daily and 
they looked near-professional quality. Moreover, since her major was advertising and media 
studies, Hayoon volunteered as a rock music DJ at a local radio station that was operated, 
managed, and directed by university students. I asked her to tell me more detail about her 
experience at Yeosu.   
Hayoon:  3 개월동안 거기서 일 하다가, 그럴 수 있는 기회가 와서. [I worked there 
for three months, I had an opportunity to work there, so] Um, I just volunteered 
to work with them. It was not a long-term commitment. So I met with them and I 
noticed their accents were more different that I’ve never heard before but it was 
not like anything I couldn’t understand.  
YS:  In fact, the number of the North Korean refugees are growing and growing.  
Hayoon: Yes.   
YS: And I know many of them now come to the United States. How did you feel? Like 
did you notice any differences between South and North Koreans in terms of 
their attitudes, the ways that North Koreans and South Koreans treated each 
other and so on?  
Hayoon:  Well, it’s very interesting. I didn’t want to make any judgment mainly because 
it was a very small group of people I met and I was only there for a brief time. 
The group that I worked with was very warm, welcoming and friendly. I didn’t 
have any specific expectation of the group at that time. So the group came from a 
very different place than us so while I was prepared for the things that needed a 
bit more understanding, I didn’t need to be because they were very warm and 
welcoming.   
YS:  Any incidents or stories that you could remember, this is a little bit different than I 
thought before I came to Korea? Were there certain previous images that 
changed since you worked at Yeosu?  
Hayoon: Guess it wasn’t anything that changed a lot. But when I was there, I understood 
that I was a Korean American, I wasn’t going to be, you know, praised or 
anything for speaking Korean. Cause I worked with a lot of Americans, kids who 
were white, weren’t Asian. And when they spoke Korean, they were very heavily 
praised and you know, like a lot of people wanted to take a picture with them and 
                                                
9 Chosun Ilbo: one of the major newspapers in South Korea and well known for its conservative bias. 
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stuff like that. But as a Korean American, they held this expectation that I could 
speak Korean and English. They weren’t impressed with me either way. I feel 
like there was a bit of hierarchy, in that they treated South Koreans better, 
foreigners, and then Korean Americans and in that order. So that was a little hard 
to adjust to. But at the same time, it was something that was beyond me to 
understand. I just kind of learned how to work with it, not to get upset about it 
cause I know a lot of good things about Korea. With anywhere any place, there 
are a lot of problems, but then also a lot of good points, too. (Narrative meeting 1, 
April 15th)  
Hayoon admitted that she was not acquainted with Korean people while she was 
growing up except her family and relatives. Even when her relatives got together, the younger 
generation tended to use English, whereas the older generation only spoke in Korean. She said 
holding back from Korean culture was not an intentional decision but she just feel into that. In 
terms of friend choices, she said her parents did not interfere with any of her choices, but she 
was familiar with the saying, “Korean kids only hung out with other Korean kids.” However, 
she said that was just not who she was. Although she did not have close relationship with the 
Korean community, she admitted that she was Korean American and it was an unavoidable fact. 
She described her peer relationships and ethnicity during her story at the ‘Yeosu Expo.’ 
Well, there were some other Korean American students, but they were, I guess, more 
like, for the lack of a better term, they were more like a ‘Fobby.’ They were much more 
into Korean culture, like K-pop, hanging out with Korean people and so on. Whereas 
when I grew up, I didn’t have any Korean friends. If I had had more impact from Korean 
culture or something like Korean, it was mainly from my family. This time was the first 
time I’ve ever had Korean friends. (Narrative meeting 1, April 15th) 
However, as much as she enjoyed her friendship with other Koreans, there also were 
uncomfortable circumstances. The main issue was the so called, ‘double judgment’ of Koreans. 
In general they acted towards her and her friends from other ethnicities mainly as White friends. 
Hayoon said,  
There’s 언니 [sister] who looked and spoke like Korean but compared to her, I just 
looked like 교포[Korean American]. There’s a specific look. [Started speaking 
Korean]저는 딱 한국 여자 처럼 안 생겼잖아요. 한국에서 태어난 여자하고 
비교하면 다르게 생겼다고 생각해요. 사람들이 보자마자 절 알아볼 수 있을 것 
 100 
같아요. 같이 일하는 백인 학생은 한국어를 잘 못했어요, 한 학기만 배우고. 그래도 
그냥 쉬운 것만 해도 박수받고 칭찬받고 그랬어요. [Started English again] For me I 
think it was very unfair. Because I’m also a foreigner. There are too many standards for 
me to fit into that I just can’t. 
 
[There’s 언니 [a sister] who looked and spoke like Korean but compared to her, I just 
looked like 교포 [Korean American]. There’s a specific look. I don’t look like a typical 
Korean woman. Compared to Korean women my same age, I think I look different 
compared to them. I think people will easily notice me as Korean American. The White 
students whom I worked with, they only learned Korean for a semester so they could not 
speak Korean well. But, they articulated simple phrases or sentences and they get 
applauded and acknowledged with their efforts. For me I think it was very unfair. 
Because I’m also a foreigner. There are too many standards for me to fit into that I just 
can’t.] (Narrative meeting, April 15th)  
Because Koreans tend to think of themselves as racially homogenous (Kim, 2010), often 
Mixed-Race people get unwarranted and obvious attention. This same prejudice is even directed 
toward Black people or people who are mixed race with Black as this shows in their appearance. 
Hayoon mentioned that her white friends who worked in Korea had the same kind of unpleasant 
experience although they were treated better in many ways.  
She also brought up issues about the increase in international marriages and foreign 
wives in Korea nowadays. When I told her that almost one out of ten marriages in Korea are 
between Koreans and foreigners mostly with Southeast Asian wives, Hayoon seemed to be 
surprised. She said she knew that foreign wives in rural areas were more common but she never 
guessed that the number was that high. Hayoon came up with an example of her manager at 
‘Yeosu expo’ that since he was a Mixed-Race--half Chinese and half Irish--he was treated very 
differently than other foreigners, like Americans or people from Europe. She argued that this 
was immature behavior to judge people by their physical characteristics, and said, “It’s more 
important who the person is, not the race of that person.” During our second narrative meeting, 
she mentioned the term, ‘whitewashed.’ She thought of herself as whitewashed, but at the same 
time she did not think it was important because she believed that when a person lives in the 
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United States, ‘whitewashed’ just happens, especially when you are from middle or upper 
middle class backgrounds.  
Our second narrative meeting was done a week after the first narrative meeting but 
before this with Hayoon’s consent, I had already finished a phone interview with Hayoon’s 
mother. Ms. Lee was a very kind Korean woman who showed a lot of interest in my project. 
After I introduced myself to her, she said she was glad to help me in this kind of project. Since 
she preferred talking in Korean, our conversation was mostly in Korean and our conversation 
confirmed many of stories that Hayoon told me.   
Our second narrative meeting was done in my office. I went for a class observation in 
Hayoon’s Korean class, so Hayoon and I went to my office together while having small chat 
about what happened during the Korean class. In the class, students were required to prepare a 
final presentation on any interesting topic related on Korean culture and Hayoon chose 
‘판소리[Pansori]’ for her final project. Pansori is a traditional Korean musical storytelling, 
which usually is performed with a vocalist and a drummer (UNESCO, 2014). The term Pansori 
means a place where many people gather for a song and it is usually performed for up to eight 
hours with improvised texts that combine rural and erudite literary expressions. Hayoon told me 
that her experience at Yeosu expo guided her toward this topic. While at Yeosu, she had a 
chance to see many Korean traditional shows (e.g., Talchum, mask dance, Chajun nori, a 
combat carriage game). Pansori caught her attention in that its texts contains historical facts and 
reflects people’s daily lives that were passed down orally.   
Her love of Korean history and the arts were often evident during our narrative meetings 
and class observations and her choice of ‘Pansori’ for her final project demonstrated this further. 
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In many ways, the composition and the main themes of ‘Pansori’ coincided with Hayoon’s 
critical perspectives on social and cultural issues.  
I started the second narrative meeting by asking Hayoon to give a definition of the term 
‘community’ since I considered it to be an important concept in my research. She said that a 
community is a very loose term and that although she can be a member of several communities, 
she did not feel like it’s an obligation that she must be in a community, especially the ones that 
have been formed based on ethnicity. There were three major Korean related student 
associations--the Korean Student Association (hereafter: KSA), Korean American Student Club 
(hereafter: KASC), and Korean Cultural Center (hereafter: KCC), but she was not a member of 
any of them.  
In terms of Korean community, it is a strong network community. Using that as an 
identifier, joining that group might be helpful like when you first come to campus or for 
graduating seniors who are need to find work. They just have a very strong support 
group among them and I think it can be a benefit to them.   
For me it is very segregated and they do not want to branch out. It’s going to be very 
segregated. I think it gives a bad image to the other people that you know, they do that to 
themselves, you know, they racially identify and separate themselves, I don’t think it’s 
healthy to be honest. You know, that’s a kind of generalization. For the most part they 
stick with each other. Same thing with Korean study abroad students, too. They are not 
here to like, you know, get a sense of internationality or so, they are here to hang out 
with other Korean study abroad and have fun, which, I am not saying is a bad thing 
necessarily but I don’t see a purpose of it on their studying abroad here. (Narrative 
meeting 2, April 22nd)   
The feeling of segregation is probably hard for everyone. As an international student 
who has spent almost eight years in the United States, I could relate deeply to Hayoon’s story. 
However, her stories were even more poignant to me because segregation in Hayoon’s story 
was something that I have felt but never expressed to others, as it is considered a taboo subject 
in Korean community.  
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Hayoon mentioned a book by Professor Nancy Abelmann, The Intimate University, 
where she describes how Koreans are more accepted in the United States than differences are 
accepted in Korea.  Just by chance I was reading the same book. I was glad to hear that she 
already read the book during her anthropology class and we started to share our thoughts and 
reflections on the book. Hayoon also mentioned an interesting feature of Korean American or 
Korean community in the United States that was the heavy Christian influences on the 
community. She said,  
특히 교포학생들 그런 거 강하게 느껴요, 특히 종교가 없을 때는.[Korean American 
students especially feel segregation especially when they do not have religion]. 
고등학교 때부터 그런 걸 많이 느꼈어요 [I feel the same way since I was in a high 
school]. 교회를 다니면 교회 친구들끼리 친하고 [If you attend a church, you are close 
with friends at your church]. My family is not Christian at all. My mom is a Buddhist, 
and my dad, he is not religious at all. So that’s a little bit tough. Because I know that in 
the church community, it is very tight and very close to one another. So we don’t have 
that as like a gateway to ensue that little network.   
But, it’s not like something I regret or wish to be part of, like I wish I was a part of the 
group. I did wish to be a part of group but not through religion. And I think it is the same 
here in U of I, that a lot of Korean American students know each other through small 
groups from church or whatever religious groups they are part of and they are very close. 
I find it hard to find Korean friends [because she did not attend one of the churches]. 
(Narrative meeting 2, April 22nd)    
It is widely known that in Korean American society, the gate for social and cultural 
access is deeply tied to Christianity (Chong, 1998; Hur and Kim, 1990; Min, 1992; Park, 2012). 
As a person who did not have a religion affiliation, Hayoon found it difficult to get along with 
other peer Korean Americans who had situated their social interactions within the social context 
of a church.  
During our conversation, Hayoon often asked me if her answers were satisfactory to my 
research. I assured her it was fine as long as her stories were based on her true feelings and 
facts. What I wanted were her stories that captured her perspective on her experiences. That was 
why I called our meetings  ‘Narrative meetings,’ unlike traditional interview sessions of pre-
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constructed questions and then answers from the participant. So far, Hayoon’s stories were 
situated in her contexts, time, purposes and audiences. As I thought about Hayoon’s question, I 
was reminded of Ricoeur (1984), who wrote, “It is in telling our own stories that we give 
ourselves an identity. We recognize ourselves in the stories that we tell about ourselves” (p. 
214). 
Our conversation continued on the topic of heritage language education and 
maintenance. I asked her if she had received any formal Korean language education when she 
was young. Hayoon reported that her mother taught her and her sister the Korean alphabet and 
reading and writing by using flash cards and practice books. Hayoon, however, never attended 
Korean language school, which was quite rare for a school age Korean American student. 
Instead, Hayoon and her sister were exposed to many kinds of media such as 뽀뽀뽀, [TV], 
유치원10 [Popopo, TV kindergarten] without English subtitles and Hayoon described those as 
her favorite programs.  
When I asked Hayoon if it was important to retain Korean language and culture before 
she took the Korean class, she answered,  
It was really important. I think culture is a really important part when you learn a 
language. That’s why I think it’s a great idea to visit the country when you study the 
language that you’re learning, because you will pick it up using it in a proper situation, 
immerse yourself. For me I think it’s a big part of my identity, especially you know my 
family is all Koreans, and I think it’s a great way to understand each other so that’s why 
I feel it’s particularly right for me. But I feel like, for those who have focused on 
learning a new language, it’s incredibly important because I think culture is inherited 
language. Like age is really important in Korea and that comes out in a language with 
the way, like the way, we have 존댓말, 반말[honorific style, plain style] and different 
names for different rankings and stuff like that and that’s very important. And America 
does not have that 그래서 그런 게 반영되고 [that’s why those things are reflected in 
                                                
10	  Popopo and TV Kindergarten are the two most popular Korean TV show for young children, like Sesame Street 
or Barney were in Korea in the late 80s to early 90s. 	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the language] so it’s just like, just one of those things. Like slangs are different, very 
reflective from the culture. (Narrative meeting 2, April 22nd)  
In terms of Korean learning, Hayoon mentioned several times that Korean culture was 
extremely important to her because that was what showed her identity in the United States, 
where people are very heterogeneous. Although she took a Korean class in the university, she 
thought her feelings about Korean language and culture remained the same. She admitted that 
she learned a lot especially about reading and writing and through pair work to use and practice 
Korean conversation. All the learning materials were satisfactory to her and she liked the 
Moodle site (an online website for the class). She also took advantage of the Moodle site by 
actively engaging in discussions and giving feedback to the work of others.  
Although Hayoon could not take a more advanced level Korean class due to her busy 
schedule caused by changing her major, she had a plan for her Korean language development 
after the KOR 250 class. She was planning to read more in Korean with easily read materials 
such as magazines or celebrities or lifestyle in Korean. Also, she said she planned to keep 
watching Korean TV without subtitles to help her keep up her Korean. Interestingly, she 
mentioned, “All my thoughts about Korean come from my experience in Korea, not from the 
class” (Individual conversation, April 21st).   
Our second meeting was close to the end so I asked her one last question about ethnicity. 
I had wondered whether she thought Korean Americans considered themselves to be ethnic 
Korean, and if so, what was the foundation of their beliefs.  
When I asked her to choose a self-definition of her ethnicity, she replied,  
I don’t like to define myself with racial terms. Mainly because I don’t believe that. 
That’s not what defines me as a person. It’s not like because I’m Korean I do this. Or 
because I was born in America, I am like this. I think I am very much like a product of 
my own society, where I grew up and my parents’ upbringing, and you know all this sort 
of things. I guess that also has a little to do with your race because my upbringing has 
very much to do with that because my parents are Korean. But at the same time, a lot of 
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it has become part of me as an individual; it comes from me, other than me as American 
or Korean. So I guess simply I am Korean American but that does not mean that’s who I 
am.  (Narrative meeting 2, April 22nd).   
Overall, Hayoon seemed to have a complex perspective on the relationship between 
ethnicity and Korean language and culture. She expressed her opinions with a sense of balance. 
She did not want to be labeled with any particular ethnic terms. She did not deny her Korean 
heritage but also did not focus on her identity as an American. However, she did mention the 
inner aspect of her Koreanness, which seemed like an unquestionable truth to her.  
It’s just like an undeniable part of me. So, even though I don’t have Korean friends, my 
entire whole life is Korean. So it only makes sense, I eat Korean food at home; I speak 
to my mom in Korean. As I got older I forgot most of it, but I think it is helpful to know 
two languages, it is a big part of me. I want to be able to communicate with my family in 
Korea as well, because they’re important to me. I also want to go back to Korea and not 
to be treated as I was the last time, you know, I want to be able to be understood for who 
I am and that is very important to me. After graduation, I want to go to Korea for any 
sort of experience, like working and living there, like traveling and teaching. I love 
teaching. I want to be able to, you know, expand my Korean skills, which is the main 
reason I am taking the course. But in terms of any changes in my thoughts, any negative 
thoughts or positive thoughts, they still remain the same. (Narrative meeting 2, April 
22nd) 
Our narrative meeting ended with Hayoon’s remark about accepting her Korean heritage 
although she did not want this to be seen as a boundary separating her Korean and American 
identities. She wanted to be identified as a product of her own environment rather than by 
predefined categories.  
A Case of Minsoo: Hybrid Bilingual Identity in Transnational Space 
Minsoo is a 1.5-generation Korean American and demonstrated a strong hybrid bilingual 
identity within a transnational space during my meetings with him. In fact, when I went to Ms. 
Kim’s Korean 250 class in the hope of finding good case study student participants, I was 
surprised when I saw that Minsoo taking KOR 250.  
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I had previously run into him and his father in the summer of 2010 when I was in the 
airport heading to Florida. There were not many people in the plane and his father started to talk 
to me in Korean. He said I had a typical Korean look so he could easily figure out that I was a 
Korean. The flight was only about two-hours but we had a nice conversation about the life in 
Champaign. Minsoo and his father had just visited Champaign to attend freshman orientation 
and to find housing information. Minsoo would be a freshman accounting major in fall and his 
father was a little nervous but at the same time proud to have him as a future U of I student. 
Before they left we took pictures and exchanged emails a few times later. I wrote to them about 
life in Champaign in detail. I think Minsoo was more open with me since we had had a previous 
conversation. 
And there he was, taking the Korean 250 class. As soon as he saw me, he recognized me 
and seemed happy. We talked briefly about how our lives were different than 3 years ago when 
we first met. He was now a junior and in ROTC. His Korean was still great and he looked more 
mature. I introduced the purpose of my visit to class and he agreed to participate immediately. I 
felt very lucky to have him as a participant. Minsoo added gender and Korean ability diversity 
to my study.  
 In fact, after the first class observation, he told me that his father was already waiting 
for my call for an interview. He also wanted to make a schedule quickly for our first interview 
because of his busy ROTC schedule.  
On my first day of interviewing him, I arrived at the coffee shop ten minutes before our 
meeting time and tried to find a quiet place to record our conversation. It was Saturday 
afternoon so the cafeteria was quite crowded. Minsoo came 5 minutes late and we started with 
small chatting. Slowly, I changed the topic to ask him about his childhood. 
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Minsoo and his family immigrated to the United States, when Minsoo was in the second 
grade of elementary school. They immigrated to support Minsoo and his older brothers` 
educational success. Minsoo’s father had graduated from one of the top universities in Korea 
and worked for several multinational corporations in a high position before their immigrating to 
the United States. According to Minsoo, if they had stayed in Korea, his family would have 
lived at least at an upper middle class level. However, when his parents decided to come to the 
United States for educational purposes, his father and mother had to start all over. I could tell 
how much sacrifice his parents had made over the years. Minsoo’s parents struggled at first but 
it had been almost twenty years and now they owned a restaurant. His father works as a chef 
and his mother as the manager. According to Minsoo, it is a well-known breakfast and lunch 
American restaurant and had been there for almost seventy years in his hometown. The previous 
owner sold the restaurant to Minsoo’s parents when they first came to the United States, Minsoo 
said, “It’s like a place like, it feels like home. It has regulars, since it’s been there so long people 
come and their sons and daughters come.” When his parents first started with the business, they 
spoke very little English but they somehow managed to communicate. When I asked him about 
Korean language education in his home setting, he said,  
Always spoke in Korean. It is always in Korean. It felt easier to talk to them in Korean 
because I know Korean. My parents never forced me to use Korean, but it just was 
natural I guess. Because they don’t speak good English, so I just felt it was easier to use 
Korean because I know Korean and that’s what I learned from eight years in Korea. 
That’s your native language and I think people still need to learn it no matter what. 
When we moved to the states, we brought many books and I read most of them. My 
brother and I watched Korean television program on the VCR. Later we had a satellite 
and we were able to watch Korean drama and shows. I watched it with my parents. My 
dad loves historical drama so I watched those with him without subtitles. Although I did 
not learn Korean officially, I could understand. Let’s say, 80% of it. (Narrative meeting 
1, April 20th)   
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During our narrative meeting, Minsoo mentioned his brother quite often especially when 
I asked him about his childhood after they immigrated to the United States, Minsoo said his 
brother had a rougher adjustment than he did.  
Adjusting to the United States was a lot easier for me because I was in 2nd grade. And I 
was able to get along with whatever the races the students might be, whereas for my 
brother, he was in middle school and it was difficult for him. I mean he had learned 
English obviously more than I did, but he still did not know enough to communicate 
well with his peers. So what happened to him was that he was hanging out with Korean 
Americans or Koreans. Just because he could not communicate well but I guess people 
kind of gave him pressure and he stressed out so that’s what made him kind of hang out 
with Korean Americans more than the people from the states. So that obviously hindered 
his ability to learn English whereas I was a friend with all races. I guess, there’s no 
discrimination kind of thing, when you are little. What I mean is that although little kids 
don’t mind the differences that doesn’t mean that I did not notice the complexity of 
ethnicity and race differences in the U.S. society. Of course, frankly, I was obviously 
happy to see other Korean Americans, because I was able to fully communicate with 
them. I guess, middle school and high school, I got to say, I hung out with more Koreans 
but the thing is they were born in the states. They were just like other normal American 
students. It was nice to communicate with them but it did not hinder my ability to learn 
English and they did not use Korean. (Narrative meeting 1, April 20th) 
It was obvious from Minsoo’s stories that his parents gave their children a lot of support. 
He continued on about his story on tutoring.  
I had tutors right away obviously in English. Just English really. I did all the way to high 
school because elementary, it’s more like learning English and basic stuff like that, but 
in high school, high school it is getting prepared for the SAT tests. I needed to do that 
for getting scholarships and so on. So it was focused more in high school. I went to 
Korea to a SAT tutor, Kaplan Academy in Gangnam area. I went there over the summer 
break. (Narrative meeting 1, April 20th) 
As Minsoo mentioned, when he was a high school sophomore he went back to Korea to 
attend an SAT academy where you pay the most expensive tuition and receive the top quality 
education in Seoul, South Korea. In fact, many Korean do early study abroad (hereafter: Korean 
ESA) and go back to Korea over the break to attend an SAT preparation academy. It is a very 
popular thing to do. Currently, there are about 60-registered SAT preparation centers operating 
in Seoul alone, according to the Seoul metropolitan education office. 
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A famous song by Psy has popularized the Gangnam style. This area is well known for 
its concentrated wealth and high standard of living. Among several of Seoul’s business centers, 
this area has been the top business district for the last two decades. Because of this, many 
Hakwon (academy institutes) started to appear in this location and now it is filled with many 
English institutions and SAT academies.  
Minsoo was a very well organized, self-disciplined student, which may have been 
influenced by his ROTC experiences. I think there are similarities between military culture and 
Korean culture in that both emphasize hierarchy and prioritize the group over the individual. I 
became interested in his thoughts on hierarchy and convention in Korean society.  
YS:  So, while you were growing up, did you notice any differences between you and 
your family from different ethnicity especially in culture and customs? Like, let’s 
see, for example, I know some American children call their parents by their first 
names.  
Minsoo: When I first came, yeah. I thought it was really weird. I’ve had a hard time 
adjusting to that. Um, I mean, in Korea, you have to respect elders. And there’s 
different words for different ages of people, like 높임말 [polite language]. So, I 
felt really weird when I saw kids talking to their parents just like to their friends, 
but I guess I just realized that as the culture here. 
YS: What about your friends, say, if one of your friends calls his mom Cathy, then will 
you also call her Cathy, too?  
Minsoo: Nope! I still don’t do that because that’s not how, um, because I don’t feel 
comfortable doing that. I would rather say Ma’am or Ms. Xxx so that’s a polite 
way to do that. And especially I’m in the military now, calling someone Ma’am 
or Sir is required. That’s a huge deal and that shows respect too.  
 YS: Do you think hierarchy in Korea is similar to what you experience in the military?  
Minsoo: It’s very similar in ways, it’s kind of the ranks showing you are superior to 
someone or they are to you. And that’s customs and courtesy in the military that 
if you don’t respect their rank then there’s no reason you need to be in military. 
It is like the first thing you learn when you enlist or go to join military. It’s just 
the culture in the military, which is similar in Korea. But it’s not because I am 
now in military but if I see people who are elder than me, I still call them Ma’am 
and Sir because it is more comfortable for me. (Narrative meeting 1, April 20th) 
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Minsoo kept talking about his experience with ROTC and then commented about the 
invisible wall that he felt in ROTC. This then connected naturally with issues of ethnicity and 
race, not just in ROTC, but also in his daily life.  
 ROTC is very diverse and of course there are Korean Americans and there are also 
Caucasian and yeah, so we all come as one ROTC and race really doesn’t matter. But, I 
got to say that Korean Americans are a lot easier to understand. Korean Americans get 
along. And now I consider my Korean American friends in ROTC as true best friends. 
There’s a thing that, there is a wall, like a measuring wall that you just can’t go to 
Caucasians, just because of the culture. They can’t understand Korean culture, and it’s 
just a lot easier to understand if you have the same cultural background with them, I 
think. However, if ethnicity matters, then you are not joining to US Army. Because in 
the U.S., a lot of people who are not from here, they are not going to join. I mean they 
don’t have the patriotism to join the army. They’re like, “Why would I join?” (Narrative 
meeting 2, April 27th) 
Minsoo continued with other stories about ethnicity and race. He said that from a very 
young age, he learned a way of dealing with uncomfortable issues about ethnicity or race that he 
often faced at school. It seemed to be something he had thought about a lot as he lived in the 
United States as a minority.  
 Well, I think we all go through that, especially if you are kids who are not born in the 
U.S. and can’t speak English. There’s always kids teasing you and they just don’t 
understand. And when you are little, you are immature, it just happens, and I definitely 
went through that even in elementary school. Of course anyone would get offended, but 
for me, I realized at a very early age that if you get offended to like calling them names 
because you are different races, it just makes you more uncomfortable. If you live here 
as minority then you just go with it, kind of laugh about it and just go with it. Once you 
laugh and go through that, then you might get closer to that person because they may 
think you are the kind of person who does not take things seriously and understands the 
culture here. (Narrative meeting 2, April 27th)   
Minsoo had superb Korean skills. During my class observations, I saw Minsoo actively 
engaged in all assignments, presentations, and other learning activities with sincerity. He posted 
writing and homework always on time and never missed once. On top to that, the overall quality 
of his work was strong. The following is the sample of his classwork from the class Moodle site. 
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Figure 5. Minsoo’s online Moodle posting   
In the above writing sample, all students were required to write a 2-3 sentence brief 
reflection after reading the main content of chapter 1, which was about social relationships. On 
top of that, Ms. Kim asked students to write short comments on each other’s reflection posting. 
The main content of the textbook chapter was about the importance of having a good social 
relationship with other people and how it leads to the success of people’s life and career. The 
first posting was done by Minsoo and he wrote that the most impressive thing to him was that 
85% of successful people attributed their success to having good social relationships with others, 
not from having good skills and working hard. Under Minsoo’s posting, three other classmates 
replied to his postings and all agreed with his opinion. Throughout the postings, Minsoo was the 
students who wrote most with very few mistakes and showed a critical perspective on the 
content of the chapters. He later told me that this writing activity helped him to have better 
writing skills in online spaces such as Facebook chatting in Korean with his friends in Korea.   
One time at my class observations, the topic of that class was ‘유머인생 (A life of 
humor).’ In that class, students read the main content, which compared two jokes from the 
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United States and Korea. The assignment was to upload a link with a joke that they found 
humorous. The joke had to be either Korean or American and they were required to comment 
on the other submissions. Minsoo uploaded a YouTube link containing a commercial for Pepsi.  
There was also a submission by another student that showed a variation of Harlem dance 
to which the entire class laughed, including Minsoo, except Ms. Kim and myself. Ms. Kim and I 
felt a cultural divide, as the humor in the video did not reach us showing our Korean cultural 
situatedness.   
After the whole class watched the clip, Ms. Kim asked me if I thought the video clip was 
funny. I grinned and told her I did not and it even looked weird to me. Ms. Kim agreed and told 
the class that humor is not always as universal as they might think. She emphasized that humor 
is indeed culturally specific and socially bound so what is regarded as funny in one country may 
not go over well in another one.  
When I mentioned this episode, Minsoo laughed. I was wondering how far Minsoo 
understood contemporary Korean humor. To my surprise, he seemed to understand popular 
Korean entertainment shows such as ‘무한도전 [Infinity Challenge]’ or ‘개그콘써트 [Gag 
Concert].’ Even without subtitles, he said that he understood most of the content and 
appreciated the humor. Humor is considered one of the most difficult aspects to understand in 
both form and function, (Norrick, 2003) when you learn a second language. Several studies 
have examined humor by incorporating it into classroom learning. The research suggests that 
this playful language usage may facilitate L2 learning (Bell, 2005, 2009). However, 
understanding humor and even incorporating it in daily life is still difficult for non-native 
speakers of that language. Minsoo seemed to fully enjoy Korean style humor showing his 
ability to grasp a difficult concept in a cross-cultural context. 
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I showed Minsoo the text message that I exchanged with his father in Korean. The text 
messages were done through KakaoTalk, which is the most popular instant message application 
among Koreans. I wondered about his Korean usages out-of-classroom with friends and in 
multimedia spaces. He said he was on Facebook to communicate with two of his best friends 
from childhood in Korea. Minsoo said he was in touch with these two friends during the first 
two years of immigration. Then, he lost the contact until his freshman year of college and now 
they communicate through Facebook in Korean. It appeared that online spaces were a place for 
Minsoo to (a) find friends and maintain social relationships, (b) practice Korean reading and 
writing, (c) connect to his heritage culture, and (d) develop multiple aspects of his heritage 
related identities (i.e., linguistic identity, cultural identity, ethnic identity). 
 According to Minsoo, everybody in his class was a second generation Korean American 
except himself and Kayoung. Minsoo and Kayoung were the only two 1.5 generation Korean 
American students and interestingly, later when I had a brief chat with Ms. Kim, she confirmed 
that Kayoung and Minsoo were the two top students in Korean 250 class. I wondered if the fact 
that Minsoo and Kayoung had lived in Korea even though very short period of time, their 
exposure and experience in Korea might have affected their Korean acquisition skills. Kayoung 
and Minsoo are close friends and I asked Minsoo if he used Korean with the other Korean 
students. Minsoo said only when they call each other’s name, they use Korean, and rarely do 
they call each other by their English names. He said most of his out-of-classroom conversation 
was done in English, but there was one exception. Minsoo said he had started to use more 
Korean during conversation with his ROTC friends since he started taking KOR 250. One of his 
ROTC friends was also taking KOR 250 with Minsoo, so they had more chances to talk to each 
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other in Korean in both in-class and out-of-class settings. When I asked Minsoo about the 
benefits he received for taking Korean 250 class, he answered,   
I think it gets, I guess I realize there’s a lot of things that I still have to learn.  
The biggest thing that I’ve learned from the class is that I was very surprised when I 
found out that the things that I thought I used right were indeed wrong. I want to learn 
more. Because I was comfortable with speaking and reading and stuff like that. I want to 
learn more so I am going to take 440 and 441 and then maybe if I go Korea sometime, I 
want to travel more and learn more about history. I guess I came a little too early to 
know everything about Korea. (Narrative meeting 1, April 20th)  
Our conversation continued on the issues of the Korean American community. When I 
earlier had asked him about the notion of community, Minsoo had a perplexed face. He took 
some time to think about it and frankly told me that he could not give a clear definition. The 
same thing happened during my second narrative meeting with him. He still seemed nervous in 
that I know his parents. In Korean culture, you should act respectively and properly to seniors, 
especially people who know your parents or relatives. Although I am not as old as his father, I 
assumed Minsoo could not be free of the fact that I knew his father. This is the moment that I 
started to wonder about my participants’ frankness and how to deal with this problem. Since he 
was heavily influenced by Korean culture, Minsoo’s attitude toward me was understandable. 
However, I was wondering if things would have been different, if I had not known his father. 
How did the fact that he was growing up in both Korean and American cultures play into his 
responses, positively or negatively?  
Our conversation moved on to issues about the segregation between Korean 
international students and Korean American students. Interestingly, Minsoo mentioned the same 
problem that Hayoon had commented on about group segregation. Although Minsoo never 
stated the word “segregation,” what he told me was  
 Well, being a Korean American student on this campus definitely helps me to have more 
chances to get to know a lot more Korean Americans. That does help me sometimes. 
However, it also hinders your social activities with others, especially others from 
 116 
different races or ethnicities. Specifically on this campus, Korean Americans have 
negative views about drinking and smoking. That’s a big thing. Even American students, 
when I ask them they easily identify them [these issues]. Well, they [Koreans as 
compared with Korean Americans] are really everywhere. They are just always smoking 
and they have a lot of money. Most likely have lots of money, so they drive nice cars 
and drink very often. Those are the biggest things that come up and it is more towards 
international students [overall], but some people just generalize the whole thing as 
Korean. (Narrative meeting 2, April 27th)   
Like Hayoon, it was hard for Minsoo to define himself using predefined terms. Minsoo 
holds American citizenship, but is significantly influenced by Korean culture. When I asked 
him to categorize himself, he could not answer but he showed a complicated facial expression.  
Um, I like who I am as a Korean American. I mean, I guess living in the states 
sometimes I thought it would be easier or better for me to be fully American! Just 
because maybe growing up, some people just discriminate, and I would figure living in 
the states, there’s no doubt that it would be easier to be fully American. But I’ve never 
regretted at this point that I am a Korean.  
There are obviously some things that Korean people have over people in the States. I 
guess I feel good that I speak both languages, especially, I don’t know. When you get a 
job, if you have bilingual skills, it’s good for you. Because it came so naturally and I 
didn’t have to force myself to learn the language, so I guess that was an advantage that I 
have versus others. And I can’t really think about living in the states as fully American 
because I love how Korean culture is. I can’t imagine having to live like a full American 
here. I was never not proud to be as Korean American. (Narrative meeting 2, April 27th)   
 
Throughout my class observations, Minsoo was always polite and showed very good 
manner when listening to the other students’ opinions. He also sincerely participated my study 
and answered questions with a deep consideration. I observed that Minsoo was a diligent person 
and lived a well-regulated life. He was like an ideal bilingual model for Korean American 
parents in that he seemed to have a well-balanced identity that fit both countries, Korea and 
America. Most Korean American parents focus on their children’s educational success and 
often they miss teaching their children their heritage culture and language. They often excuse 
this because of insufficient time or limited resources, but it is probably more their decision not 
to teach heritage language and culture. In fact, Minsoo was the only student from the Korean 
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250 class who knew the meaning of his name in Korean. His name contained the meaning of 
“shining wisdom” and he told me, “I forgot how to writing it in Chinese characters. I mean I 
always ask my dad how to write it but I forget. But I know which Kim and what generation I am 
from” (Individual conversation, May 4th). What seemed to make Minsoo a successful bilingual 
was his endless support and affection from his parents and his strong will and efforts not to 
forget his heritage.  
A Case of Jiu: Enthusiastic Learner with Ambivalent Perspectives on Korean Culture 
On my first day of class observation, the focus of the lesson that day were comparative 
and superlative particles 이나 [that much] and /밖에[only] and the class was filled with a 
heated discussion on the usage of the two particles and how their parents used these in everyday 
life. Students brought several examples but when Jiu told her parents’ episode to the class, 
everyone in class either nodded or exclaimed as if they all agreed with Jiu’s remark. She said 
even if she gained 99 % in an exam out of 100%, her parents use 밖에[only] instead of 이나 
[that much] and that always made her really sad and discouraged. She further added that her 
parents would be mad unless she made a 100% in all subjects.  
This observed class was the liveliest Korean class that I have ever observed and all of 
the classmates were getting along well with each other. The students were asking interesting 
questions about Korean culture and food and shared their feelings with each other. One day 
when a teacher introduced Korean food as a theme of the class, students started to talk to each 
other about the strangest food in Korea. Suddenly, Jiu shouted with exciting voice, “Probably 
산낙지 [raw octopus] would be the most bizarre food in Korea!” Then, everyone in the 
classroom started to speak out and it seemed like all of them agreed with Jiu’s opinion. 
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Overall, Jiu showed an enthusiastic attitude toward learning Korean and was actively 
involved in all the activities. After observing her enthusiastic participation in the class, I invited 
her to be a participant my study and she showed a deep interest in the research. We met at a 
nearby cafe and it was quite noisy. She brought tacos because it was a special day for 불고기 
[Bulgogi- grilled marinated beef with vegetables] taco. She asked me to share her late lunch but 
I decline. She was on a very busy schedule and rarely had a chance to grab a bite.  
We tried to have a narrative meeting at the end of May, but due to her study abroad in 
Paris, we didn’t see each other until the following September. It had been four months since I 
last saw Jiu and we were both delighted to see each other.  
Our conversation started with her recent trip to Paris for an internship over the summer 
break. Jiu’s voice was trembling with joy when she told me her experiences at Paris. There was 
another Korean exchange student from the same university in the same program. When Jiu 
found this out and told her mother, her mother was worried and told Jiu, “아유~ 어떡하니. 
걔는 너랑 달라. 한국사람들은 너랑은 달라. 잘 지내야 될 텐데” [Oh, my. She is different 
than us. Koreans are different than you. I hope you guys get along well each other].   
However, despite her mother’s worry, Jiu reported that she and her classmate got along 
very well. Jiu told me that she was lucky to have her as a classmate for company during her stay 
in Paris. She tended to speak more Korean to her classmate because her English was not that 
strong. Her classmate helped her not only improved her Korean skills, especially on speaking 
and listening, but also often fixed Jiu’s Korean text messages whenever Jiu wanted to send it to 
her mother. It was mostly in Korean whenever Jiu sent text messages to her mother and said her 
mother seemed to enjoy these messages although she rarely replied back.  
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Jiu was the second daughter of her family, having a twin sister and one older sister, Siu, 
who was two years older than her. The twins were two minutes apart and Jiu is the older of the 
second twin, Miu. Jiu described her family as a typical immigrant family; her parents worked at 
Laundromats or nail shops, and in her description, Jiu and her sisters were ‘latch-key kids’ and 
her older sister, Siu was the one who took care of them. By the age of seven, Siu became 
responsible for translating English documents (i.e., bills for electricity, water, and school letters) 
for her parents. Jiu admired Siu and she became a role model for her.  
In America, you can’t leave children alone until they are 12 or 13. But our parents 
started to leave us alone when we were very young, really young. So there’s a word for 
this, latchkey kids. So for a lot of Asian American immigrants, that story is really similar. 
We never told people because we knew in America people will look down on us. They 
will think your parents are bad parents. So we had to keep quiet. (Narrative meeting 1, 
March 14th)  
The following is another episode of Jiu and her family, which shows their economic 
situation.  
When I was 12, my mom used to own a café, it was like a bubble teashop. And it said, 
“No smoking,” but all the Korean 아저씨 [middle aged men, mister] smoke.  And I got 
so angry so, “엄마 [Mommy]! I’m your 딸 [daughter]! Only 12 years old! They smoke 
in front of me.” She said like, “Stop being silly.” “엄마 [Mommy]!”  “Don’t you want 
money?” It was illegal but she would do that. (Narrative meeting 2, September 5th)  
Like the other two previous heritage learners, Hayoon and Minsoo, Jiu also used English 
to communicate with her sisters rather than Korean. However, there was one situation that they 
used Korean in public and that was when they did not want to be understood by others. 
Speaking Korean to her parents was a must in her family, but Jiu told me that she often 
complained about this policy to her parents. The most common sentence she has ever heard 
from her mother is, “한국말로 말해, 한국말로 해. [Speak Korean, speak Korean)].” When Jiu 
was young and her mother was not working, her mother tried to teach Korean alphabets to Jiu 
and her sisters and showed Korean educational TV program (e.g., Popopo). Interestingly, Jiu’s 
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parents did not allow her sisters to watch American programs. Later, when Jiu’s mother started 
working, teaching Korean became Siu’s job, but it ended up not being done regularly. Jiu 
recalled this period of her life as difficult when learning both Korean and English.  
According to Jiu, she even sometimes used idioglossia,11 which was neither Korean nor 
English, with her twin sister, Miu. Thus, when Jiu entered elementary school, she and her twin 
sister were placed in ESL even though they were both born and educated in the United States. 
Jiu recalled this incident and told me in frustration,  
I moved in third grade and I was the only Asian student in my class and the majority of 
the students were Caucasians, White Americans. Everyone was white and I was very 
different. But I didn’t notice till later and I was placed in ESL. [Even though I was born 
in the U.S] I was like so angry. 화가 났어요. [I was pissed off]. I kept asking myself, 
“Am I Korean? or am I American?” Because Americans treated me as a foreigner and 
Koreans saw me as an American. I was really confused, like so much confusion. The 
only place where I interacted with Koreans like me, Korean Americans, was my church. 
That’s where everyone looks alike and yet we did not feel pressure to speak Korean. 
Everyone spoke English and just used Korean when speaking with 어른들 [adults], we 
spoke in Korean. 안녕하세요[Hello], 잘 지내세요 [Take care], 맛있게 먹겠습니다 
[Bon appetite] like that. (Narrative meeting 2, September 5th)    
She said although she and her sisters had the same amount of exposure to Korean  (e.g. 
Korean language school experience, Korean learning time and extra), the first child, Siu was far 
better than her and her twin sister. Jiu and Miu do not know why. Jiu, thought that it is always 
the first child, who was best in their mother tongue among the siblings.  
This was true with the two other participants as well. Hayoon was the first child in her 
family and according to her mother; her Korean was far better than that of her sister. Minsoo 
was the second child in his family and his father and Minsoo both told me that Minsoo’s older 
brother’s Korean skills were better than Minsoo, although Minsoo had excellent Korean ability.  
Several studies have investigated language development of young learners and 
                                                
11	  A private form of speech invented by one child or by children who are in close contact, such as twins.	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especially focused on sibling effects on their bilingual and biliteracy development (Caldas, 2006; 
Shin, 2002; Ro, 2010). Caldas (2006) conducted an ethnographic study detailing the 
French/English bilingual and biliterate development and language evolvement of his three 
children from beginning with their births and ending in late adolescence. The result of the study 
indicated that the older siblings may function as an initiator or a guide in terms of language 
practices that took place at home settings. Older siblings promoted younger siblings’ literacy 
learning and helped them to get familiar to it. In other words, younger siblings learn though 
repetition and imitation of older sibling’s language practice in general. Other studies also 
suggested that older siblings were an initiator of the younger siblings’ learning motivation and 
access and younger siblings tend to follow the pattern of older siblings. (Shin, 2002; Ro, 2010)  
 What was interesting with Jiu’s parents was that although they had limited proficiency 
in English, her parents did not force her to speak English at home or any other settings. Since it 
was her parents’ wish, Jiu said she obeyed her parents’ “Speaking Korean at home” policy 
without any argument but as she grew up, she felt uncomfortable and rebellious against using 
Korean at home.  
Because I can’t express it in Korean, so there’s a lot of time in my head like, “Why you 
can’t speak English, why can’t you speak English?” And finally when we grew up, Miu, 
she’s the one that spoke up, “Why don’t you learn English?”  
And 우리 엄마는 엄청 화났어요, 냐냐냐냐냐냐! 잔소리 [My mother gets so mad and 
started  nagging to me, dadadadada! Nagging] and stuff like that. Miu still repeats this as 
a joke. Sometimes my sisters and I say like, “You live here for so long, you should know 
how to speak English.” 
Recently, interestingly, I found out that my mom knows a lot more than I thought. I was 
really shocked cause she pretends she doesn’t know. But she understood way more than 
I thought. So at work, she only has white customers. So my sisters and I were like, 
“How do you communicate with them? They understand you, communicate with you, 
and even send you Christmas gifts.” She sometimes text messages in English with her 
friends. So we were like, “Oh my gosh, you actually do know English then how come 
you never used it in front of us?” 
  She’s like, “You guys make fun of me.” (Narrative meeting 2, September 5th)  
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Upon hearing Jiu’s story, I wanted to ask her if there was any point that Jiu felt that her 
mother was like a so called “tiger mom.”12 Jiu replied that her mother trusted her because she 
never caused any troubles while she was growing up, so she never felt her mother was a tiger 
mom. However, just like typical Asian immigrant parents, Jiu’s parents also had high 
expectations about their children’s success. Jiu’s parents were very disappointed when Jiu 
decided to major art history. Jiu remembers that time as the most difficult time for her 
relationship between her parents as she had always been obedient to her parents.  
Jui and her sisters went to Korean language school when they were five years old, as is a 
common practice among Korean families. However Jiu told me that she thinks this three-year 
experience at a Korean language school neither enhanced her skills nor increased her interested 
in Korean language and culture.  
Growing up, Jiu spent most of her school years in a well-off, white dominant 
neighborhood, which was in contrast to her family’s financial situation. Her family moved to 
Vanisberg where the area is predominantly privileged White. According to Jiu, they lived in a 
small boundary area where rents were cheaper than inside of the town.  There were only three 
other Korean students and all of them were Korean adoptees so she never was around Korean 
Americans. According to Jiu, prior to college, she struggled with her Korean American identity 
while being American as well. Like her days in elementary and middle school, she went to a 
high school in a very white dominant area but with a relatively more Asian population. Jiu tried 
to mingle with students from other races but was reluctant to invite them to her house since her 
                                                
12 According to Urban dictionary, it means a mother who is overly strict with her child in order to foster an 
academically competitive spirit. 
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mother felt uncomfortable. However, when she did bring her friends over, they told her, “Your 
house smells like Asian.”  
Outside was like a separate world. I tried to act like what I thought was white. My 
friends never came over to my house. You know that never happened until I went to 
middle school. But I started to go to my friends’ houses in high school. During high 
school, I tended not to hang out with other [White] people because I didn’t want to 
burden people. I didn’t want to ask favors or helps. Because in Korean culture, we can’t 
really just take, you have to pay back. Since my parents, they did not know anyone and 
like my friends are all white, I knew that my parents would never pay them back. So I 
did not want to burden my friends because it’s a hardship in a sense. So when I was in 
high school, I actually lived very close with my friends so they all gave me a ride. But 
still I didn’t want to burden people. So the only friends who came to my house for 
sleepovers were Korean people. Only my 교회 친구들 [friends from church], they were 
the only people that I could invite to my house. My 백인 친구들 [white friends], they 
rarely ever came to my house. If they had to come, it only took an hour or so. (Narrative 
meeting 2, September 5th)  
 During our narrative meeting, Jiu mentioned several times about the heterogeneous 
character of the Korean American society on campus. She said that she noticed huge gaps 
between the different Korean student associations on campus and negative feelings between 
them. According to Jiu, she saw an invisible wall between the three major Korean students 
associations and it was hard to find the right community to her. Each group formed their own 
community and seemed not to invite “others” into their community. Even among Korean 
Americans, although they were very diverse, her friend choice was very selective. She hung out 
mostly with her church friends who were Korean Americans.   
Interestingly, like the two previous heritage learners, Jiu hung out with her Korean 
classmates only in the classroom setting and even if she ran into them on campus by accident, 
they talked only in English. Jiu said, “I would probably prefer calling them by their American 
names if I knew their American names. But the problem is I am so used to calling them by 
Korean names that I forgot their American names. That is why I kept using their Korean names” 
(Individual conversation, April 20th).  
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Like other college students, Jiu also had a Facebook account but she seemed not to use it 
often. She described herself as old-fashioned and felt more comfortable meeting face-to-face 
rather than exchanging Internet messages. According to her, it was pretty recent that she 
changed her cellular phone from a 2G phone to a smart phone and she did this because of 
pressure from her mother to become more “fancy.” However, Jiu confessed to me that 
considering her family’s economical situation, she sometimes felt guilty with using expensive 
high-technology things, such as smart phones and an up-to-date laptop computer.  
After she switched her phone, she communicated with her mother and other Korean 
American friends through KakaoTalk, which is the most popular Instant Message (hereafter: IM) 
Application among young Koreans. She said she frankly did not understand why IM was the 
most popular application among Koreans, but she ended up using it quite often, because it was 
easy to use and had many interesting features (i.e., emoticons, multiple backgrounds, sounds, 
and so on). Jiu told me that when KakaoTalk first appeared, she had to explain it to her mother. 
Now her mother uses it to communicate with her in Korean. Jiu was a “technology broker (Yi, 
2005)” to her mother and this online activity seemed to help maintain her Korean reading and 
writing skills.  
For instance, Jiu showed me some of the text messages between her and her mom and 
this communication continuously occurred in Korean. Even though Jiu was placed in the basic 
level Korean heritage class, her messages were done with good Korean skill with very few 
grammatical mistakes and typos. Jiu told me that she sent text messages to her mother in Korea 
almost every day and that was the main communication between her and her mother. Whether 
she acknowledged it or not, she was engaging in literacy practices and so she was able to 
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enhance her understanding of Korean heritage and culture (Yi, 2005). Below is an example of 
Jiu and her mother’s KakaoTalk conversation.   
 
 
Figure 6. Jiu’s KakaoTalk conversation with her mother  
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In the above figure, at the first yellow-colored message box, Jiu is expressing gratitude 
to her mother on her birthday. She wrote, “[I am] very happy. I am more thankful to you. Thank 
you mom for giving me birth. I always remember you. Jiu always loves you!!!” With other 
messages, she used many exclamation marks in order to express her feelings and sent smile 
emoticon to express her happy feeling. Although some of the words and sentence structure that 
Jiu’s mother made in the above example are complicated and hard for a person who is in a basic 
level Korean class, Jiu understood everything and responded to her mother even though there 
were few grammatical errors. Even though there were some grammatical errors, she was 
expressive in text messaging. In the last white message block, Jiu’s mother asked Jiu whether 
Jiu’s messages were done only by herself because she was amazed with her daughter’s Korean 
skills. Jiu replied her that it was mostly done by her with some help from her friends who were 
Korean native speakers. Later, when I asked how much help she received from her friend, Jiu 
told me that she typed everything by herself and she asked her Korean native friend only to 
check the first yellow-colored message box, which was about congratulating her mother’s 
birthday, to see if there were any grammatical errors and typos.  
In my narrative meeting, Jiu told me that it was always her older sister, Miu, who taught 
her Korean language and culture when she was young. In a way, at Jiu’s house, Miu was the 
‘literacy broker’ to help the sisters to connect to their heritage language and culture (Lam, 2009; 
Yi, 2005).  However, after entering college, Jiu started to take Korean class and she expressed 
stronger motivation and eagerness to use Korean in her daily conversation with her mother and 
father.  
In the last yellow-colored message box, Jiu admitted to her mother, who was 
questioning about Jiu’s excellent Korean typing, that she was indeed receiving some help in 
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typing Korean from her friends, who were Korean native speakers. I felt that this activity was 
important in that Jiu was actually testing her chance of earning a membership from Korean 
community by acknowledging her limited Korean skill and seeking help from other Koreans 
around her, who seemed to be already inside of the social community or closer to the inside than 
her in Jiu’s perspective. As her Korean gets better, she would feel more inclusive to Korean 
language and culture like her Korean native friends around her. Then, Jiu and the other 
members, who are already considered as inner circle members of Korean community, would 
eventually feel fewer gaps on their perspectives and the inner circle members would feel more 
comfortable of accepting her into the community. This friendly attitude would be helpful to Jiu 
to keep her learning in Korean language and culture regardless of her willingness of joining the 
community or not.  
When I asked Jiu to identify the most uncomfortable convention in Korean language and 
culture, she said it was hierarchy. According to Jiu, hierarchy was important, but at the same 
time “stupid.”  
The whole idea of bowing is so Korean. I didn’t know that I even bowed to my white 
teachers. I did it accidently because I got so accustomed to doing it. He’s like “You 
don’t have to do that.” Even when I go to H mart [the most popular Korean grocery 
chain store in the U.S.], I bow. When I see older people, I feel like I need to do it. Also, 
speaking 존댓말 [honorific forms], in front of older people. I always do that. Always 
요요요~ [Yo, yo, yo. – The polite style ending markers in Korean]. I sometimes joke 
about it and my mom always says, “Add  요 [yo] at the end of your ending!”  
Well, for mw, I think following hierarchy just subconsciously happens. I never talked 
back to my parents. I was really actually very Korean compared to Siu and Miu– they 
are always like “No!” Siu was okay cause she always knew how to talk back in Korean, 
whereas Miu, she had more troubles because my parents can’t communicate with her 
because her Korean was bad. (Narrative meeting 2, September 5th)   
In terms of other media usages, Jiu enjoyed watching Korean television entertainment 
shows and dramas. When she was a teenager, she often logged onto a Korean portal website to 
get news or information about her favorite actors and singers. Moreover, she said she sometimes 
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logged onto a webpage with images of Korean celebrities and tried to find a matching hairstyle 
for her face since American face structures are different than Koreans. For Jiu, Korean media 
was used not only as a way of learning Korean language and culture, but it was also a way of 
figuring out what styles she would choose (i.e., hair styles, fashion styles). I started to wonder if 
this kind of activity triggered her interest in learning Korean as a heritage language. Jiu replied,   
The good thing nowadays is that people have changed their perspectives and now show 
more interest in Korean pop music or the culture of it. But what’s interesting is the rules 
are different now. Because Korea is becoming more prominent, you have more chances 
to talk about Korea outside more openly now.  
People are much more accepting. Even among Korean Americans. My dad, he has so 
much ‘Koreanness’ inside of him. So he’s always like a Korean national, like, Korea, 
Korea,맨날 [everyday].Whereas my mom is less emotional and more indifferent. But 
now since it is more accepted, my mom talks like that too. She’s like “Oh, look at this 
강남스타일. 싸이봤어? [Gangnam style. Have you watched Psy performing?] I was 
like, “I showed you his music video on YouTube and you thought it was so strange and 
all of sudden you are now bragging about Psy. It’s so weird!” (Narrative meeting 1, 
March 14th)   
As I got to know Jiu better, I found that she was a very outgoing person. She always saw 
matters positively. At the same time, she was also very conservative and stubborn, yet had a 
critical viewpoint on sociocultural issues. She was sensitive about social issues on ethnicity and 
race and pointed things out directly when she thought a culture needed to reform.  
I do face race discrimination. This year’s Miss America is an Indian American. A lot of 
white Caucasian Americans, they don’t like it, they kept saying, “I think there’s Miss 
Kansas, who should be Miss America cause she’s blonde, she went into the Army, she 
has a tattoo, and things like that.” To them, that is America, you know. That’s what 
people in other countries think, that’s how they view America.    
It’s so funny that Americans think we live in a fair-living society because we have a 
black president and I think it’s just crazy talk. He’s half white; he’s not even fully black. 
I often get that argument and say we’re not as progressive as you think you are. 
Americans now see this as an identity issue. Miss America is Indian but she’s born in 
the U.S., which makes her American. They are like “Oh, my gosh!” Even here, my 
white teachers always asked me, “Where are you from?” I know what that means, I 
know what you are implying but I think it’s silly.  
Americans just generalize Korean Americans as Koreans. That’s not the case for all of 
my friends. For me, like my white friends ask, “Why do Koreans smoke so much?” 
“Why do Koreans always hang out with Koreans?” And then I would tell them like, 
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“Why do white people only hang out with white people? You never think twice about 
why white people are gathering only with white people. You only think about other 
ethnic groups” and then they stay quiet because that’s true.  
Any concepts that are associated with you, they just bring up. “Oh, you’re Korean, then 
you eat dog. Have you eaten dog?” So, even today, I don’t think Americans will ever 
have a comprehension of Asian Americans being fully American. I think it is still a 
foreign concept to them. But you have to constantly educate people that there are 
Americans that may not look as American.  
Oh, there’s one more thing. Americans always ask, “Are you North Korean?” and I say, 
“No, but even if I am North Korean, does it matter to you? Well, technically, my 
ancestral line, they are from North Korea so technically I would have North Korean 
blood. Does that scare you?” (Narrative meeting 2, September 5th)  
When asked, Jiu labeled herself as Korean American. However, she confessed to me that 
deep in her heart she felt she was more close to American. She did not feel like she was 
connected to the Korean community and sometimes felt uncomfortable with all the ethnicity 
related questions. She said, “I do get feisty.”  
I feel like, I don’t know. Some Korean Americans are more Koreanized and they call 
each other 언니, 오빠 [sister, brother]. There are some Korean Americans who want to 
be Koreans and we call them wannabes. So there’s like wannabes who are trying really 
hard to be Koreans. But you’re more American, I just feel like you should be embracing 
two cultures. 
I understand that if you are straight up Koreans and are from Korea and lived in Korea. 
That’s understandable. But like even if you are in America. They hate America, but if 
you live in one country, you have to thankful for the country that you’re currently 
residing at. Like, I bash America but I am grateful for what America’s done. Also with 
Korea, I bash Korea a lot, but I love Korea. I hate Korean industry and entertainment. 
진짜 싫어요. [I really hate it]. Like plastic surgery trend in Korea. I bash America too 
in terms of how they treat minorities. That’s just, too, hmm. (Narrative meeting 2, 
September 5th) 
We continued our conversation on ethnicity and when I asked her about defining herself 
using ethnic related terms, she answered:  
To me, I would say I am Korean American. Asian people will say that I am American, 
but my white friends will say I am Asian. So it’s really interesting. I guess, it’s so weird 
to say I am American. I guess it’s so strange. But at the same time, I can’t see myself 
living in Korea permanently. Because Americans, they would never see me as American, 
I always have to question my identity. They always ask, “Where are you from?” Then I 
would always giving them a hard time like “Oh, I am from America.” And then they ask 
again, “No, where are you really from?” “Oh, Chicago. But do you mean my parents? 
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They are from Korea.” My mom says I am American. But all my Korean American 
friends, they say “You’re Korean.” I am like, “No, I am more American.” So, I’m still 
sometimes confused. (Narrative meeting 2, September 5th)  
When I heard her story I thought of the concept of ‘immigrant shadow’ by Zhou and Lee 
(2007). This means that no matter how hard the students try to identify themselves, there is still 
“the perception that all Asians and Latinos are immigrants (p. 200).” Also, I recalled a well-
known YouTube clip, What Kinds of Asian Are You, and asked her if she watched it. The 
questions in the video clip sounded very familiar to what Jiu faced during her schooling and I 
thought it might be similarly applied to other ethnic groups since Asians would not be the only 
ethnic group being interrogated with questions about their status.  
As soon as she heard the title of the Youtube clip, Jiu laughed out loud and nodded. The 
YouTube clip became very popular because it captured the kinds of ignorance and prejudice 
that some American make related to ethnicity. Jiu admitted that the video clip captured exactly 
the questions and attitudes that she faced during her schoolings and even nowadays. She said 
even if she attends a university with one of the most diverse population in the United States, she 
still faced this type of prejudice and felt very feisty about these issues.  
Summary 
Contemporary American society is full with significant numbers of ethnic groups who 
arrive each year from various countries of the world. Koreans are one of the fastest growing 
minority groups in America, as a result of the changes that have taken place in the U.S. 
immigration policy since 1965. As a result, the population of individuals who come from homes 
in which a non-English, heritage language (HL) is spoken is also growing rapidly. Shin and 
Bruno (2003) argued that the number of people aged five and older who reported speaking a 
language other than English at home grew by 47 percent in the 1990s alone.  
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Hayoon, Minsoo, and Jiu were the key student participants in my inquiry journey with 
HLL and its impact on identity (re)construction inside and outside of a college Korean 
classroom. Each of these participants in my Korean heritage learner group demonstrated a 
distinctive approach to our narrative meetings. Hayoon considered joining the study as an 
opportunity to express her thoughts and ideas on being Korean Americans in the United States. 
Minsoo also happily accepted my invitation and shared his perspectives and stories about his 
journey with Korean language and culture. His story was more focused on his effort to keep a 
balance between Korean and American cultures. I appreciated Jiu’s frank attitude while 
participating in my study. She offered critical perspectives particularly on ethnicity and told me 
many life examples that raised unresolvable questions for her.  
From the classroom observations, I gained helpful information and was able to 
triangulate my data using also the parent interviews. Triangulation added to the credibility of 
the narratives. My narrative meetings allowed me to develop a strong relationship with my 
participants. For example, Minsoo sometimes text messaged me to say hello until he graduated 
from the university. Jiu seemed to trust me because she sometimes asked my opinion on 
decisions about her academic and daily life. I seemed to be like a big sister and a mentor to her. 
She often came to my office and asked questions about her Korean homework and we then had 
a chance to talk about our daily lives and to be in touch even after the study was completed. My 
relationship with Hayoon did not develop as far because of her busy schedule and travels; also 
she was close to graduation. However, she and I are still friends on several multimedia spaces, 
such as Facebook and KakaoTalk and we can still update our news with each other.   
All three participants were overall happily engaged HLL and they were all aware that 
language is a sign of group membership (Tse, 2010). They all agreed that learning Korean was 
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more than just learning a heritage language because it will help them to connect to other 
memberships in Korean society, it would give them access to Korean culture in the future. The 
participants all agreed that HLL was beneficial to them in multiple ways.  
First, they all expressed their wish to get connected to their heritage culture and 
language. All three students admitted that it is important to communicate with not only 
immediate family members but also friends and family in South Korea.  
Their eagerness to communicate in Korean was one of the main motivations that drove 
them to learn and keep using their heritage language. One of the participants, Jiu, chose 
homework such as emailing parents in Korean as a good opportunity to use Korean to her 
parents in a long time.    
Second, HLL was beneficial in that although their will was not as strong as I expected, 
they were all overall satisfied with their HLL and wanted to keep practicing it in any settings 
around them. Jiu said the big advantage of HLL was that she had more opportunities to practice 
his Korean speaking and listening with other Korean American students. Since she was in 
beginning level, having fluent conversation skills would be her desire whereas Minsoo, who 
was the most advanced student among the participants, told me that knowing more of Korean 
history and expanding his vocabulary knowledge is the best benefit he gained throughout HLL. 
Minsoo and Hayoon also expressed their hope to learn Korean not just for conversational and 
heritage purpose, but also for taking advantage of cultural capital to prepare for future careers. 
By doing so, they were not only able to construct ethnic identity but also develop it to global 
identity (Yi and Kim, 2012). Korean now is considered as a cultural capital for Korean 
Americans not just to (re)connect with their heritage but also as a useful tool in U.S. society 
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giving them dual identity and dual citizenship. It is also worthwhile to note that Minsoo went to 
Korea mainly for academic purposes, to attend the SAT academy.  
There were several similarities found from my participants. First, everyone was 
interested in learning expressions and general concepts related to gender/sex/hierarchy (e.g., 
gay, lesbian, transgender popular singers in Korea and how they are portrayed in Koran pop 
culture and media) and sensitive about issues and problems in contemporary Korean society. 
For example, Hayoon showed high interest in migrant wives in Korea and human rights of 
North Koreans. Minsoo and Jiu were aware of the issues of minorities in Korea and mentioned 
that the perspective toward foreigners among Koreans should change. From my perspective, 
whether consciously or unconsciously, growing up in the United States made them more 
sensitive about social justice issues.  
Second, for most Korean American students, as a minority, it was a common experience 
to be ‘othered’ in mainstream English classroom contexts. Both Hayoon and Jiu told me 
examples of their feelings of being marked as different during their schooling. For Jiu, SES also 
mattered since she was attending school in a rich neighborhood whereas her family’s SES was 
lower.  
Last, all participants talked about segregation problems among Korean Americans.  The 
term, ‘segregation’ resonated among the three students related to the Korean American 
community on campus. The following story is from Hayoon, who raised issues of segregation 
within the group from a critical perspective.  
I do not hang out with Korean American students because it’s very segregated, self 
segregated too. They still get to choose only hang out with Korean Americans.  
A lot of times it’s like a fact, it’s like truth even in other schools that Korean Americans 
only hang out with other Koreans or Korean American people.   
And I don’t know why that is. Maybe you know it’s not like anyone leaving them out. 
They are more than welcomed than anyone else they go. In America, we are very liberal 
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and especially in college campuses we are more liberal. I don’t understand this 
phenomenon. (Narrative meeting 1, April 15th)     
Like the many similarities among my participants, there were also differences. Many 
studies have examined the difference of HL proficiency of different generations (i.e., first 
generation immigrant, 1.5 generation immigration, and second generation). In this group, there 
were not many differences found in HL proficiency, but I noticed that Minsoo, a 1.5 generation 
Korean American, tended to show more affiliation to Korean culture and language than Hayoon 
and Jiu did as second generation Korean Americans.  
There were also differences among the participants in terms of their SES and its impact 
on literacy practice and attitude toward HL. Hayoon and Minsoo were from middle or upper 
middle class SES, whereas Jiu was from working class. Even though Hayoon acknowledged she 
was white washed, she assumed that she would be as accepted as those who grew up in White 
dominant suburb area. Minsoo said he thought that he sometimes faced confusing questions 
about his ethnic identity, he thought this commonly happen to anyone in the United States. since 
it is a nation with immigrants from all over the world. By contrast, Jiu had the most critical 
perspective toward ethnicity and social issues. In fact, Jiu received less literacy support in 
Korean and English compared to the other two participants and she was placed into ESL even 
though she was U.S. citizen. Therefore, SES might be a factor in order to determine a person’s 
language ability and it does have connection of the access to literacy (McCarthey, 1997).  
In sum, for the three participants, HLL served as a place to revisit, construct, and 
develop their ethic, social, cultural, and linguistic identities. Each of them had different 
experiences and thus thought about themselves somewhat differently related to their heritage 
language and cultural learning. 
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Chapter 5 
Mixed-Heritage Korean learners 
This chapter is about the stories of the two Mixed-Heritage Korean learners, Nicole and 
Esther and their identity journeys while taking a Korean class. Unlike the ease of finding 
participants for the Korean heritage group, the number of Mixed-Heritage Korean students was 
smaller and harder to identify participants. Moreover, finding participants who met my criteria 
were even fewer. I started with snowball sampling by asking the Korean program director and 
teaching assistants about possible candidates. After receiving recommendations from them and 
conducting several class observations in three different Korean classes, I decided to invite Erin, 
Nicole and Esther to my study project.   
All three students were highly recommended by their instructors with their good 
academic standings and learning attitudes. According to their instructors, they all possessed 
favorable yet critical perspectives on Korean language and culture and actively engaged 
classroom discussions. I was searching for participants who had a deep interest in Korean 
language and culture and would express clearly their purposes for learning Korean. With my 
invitation, all three students gladly accepted to participate. However, after having one narrative 
meeting with Erin she became very busy with job searching. She eventually got a faculty job in 
Korea and had to withdraw from participation, so I was left with two participants. 
Nicole was a student in Korean 105 (hereafter: KOR 105), which was the beginning 
level in the non-heritage learner track. She was a freshman with a global study major and in the 
second semester of taking Korean. Esther was in the heritage learner track and was placed in 
Korean 250, which was for students with upper intermediate levels of Korean. Esther was a 
freshman and majoring in education.  
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Nicole and Esther had quite distinctive characteristics. First, their levels of Korean 
were different; Nicole was in a beginning class whereas Esther was in the intermediate to 
advanced level. Second, although both participants are Mixed-Heritage Koreans, the 
composition of race of the participants was different. Nicole is Mixed-Race Korean whose 
father is a white American of German descent while her mother is a 1.5 generation Korean 
American, who immigrated to the United States, when she was in her early teens. Although she 
was half Korean and half White, her appearance was closer to White American than Korean. 
Esther was a Mixed-Race Korean whose father was black American and her mother was 
Korean. Since her father was also a Mixed-Race Korean, Esther was therefore ¼ black 
American and ¾ Korean. However, like Nicole, Esther also had more distinctive Black physical 
features than that of Korean, her other half heritage. Third, the SES background of the 
participants was different; Nicole was from an upper middle SES family, while Esther was from 
a low middle SES family. As stated by Nicole, she was from one of the richest suburbs in 
Chicago, and both of her parents had well paying jobs. My contrast, Esther’s parents were both 
teachers. Her father was a principal and school founder, and her mother worked at the same 
school with various duties including teaching, but the private school was located in a low SES 
area and the school had very low tuition. According to Esther, the school was founded by her 
father because of his experiences of discrimination against Mixed-Race children in Korea. Last, 
the sociocultural background of both participants was quite different. Nicole was born in the 
United States.  She had traveled Korea a few times to visit family. By contrast, Esther spent half 
of her life in Korea and came to the United States, when she entered high school mainly for 
educational purposes.  
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A Case of Nicole: White Dominant Identity but Struggling with Her Undeniable Korean 
Heritage 
During my class observations, Nicole demonstrated a sincere attitude toward studying 
Korean and toward Mr. Kim, the instructor of KOR 105 and other classmates. She never missed 
a class and always submitted homework on time. She even carried her own grammar notes and 
organized all grammar points with examples and key vocabularies in her notes. Her Korean 
handwriting was quite advanced compared to others in the class. The following figure is the 
sample of her notes.  
 
Figure 7. Nicole’s in-class grammar notes  
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When I asked her if there were any rules for how she organized her grammar notes, she 
said she included grammar points that were too complicated or confusing to understand. In the 
above figure, Nicole jotted down grammar points with matching example sentences she made 
utilizing that grammar point. She later told me during our narrative meeting that she was 
planning to take Korean for four more years and after graduation, she hoped to go to Korea to 
gain experience with language and the culture.  
Nicole showed enthusiastic attitudes toward learning Korean language and culture. She 
was one of the students who actively engaged in class discussion with other classmates and 
often asked questions of the instructor. For our first narrative meeting, we decided to meet at a 
local coffee shop. I arrived ten minutes before our meeting time, but Nicole was already there. 
She started to fill out the background survey, and then we began our conversation about her 6-
month Korean learning experience when she was in second grade. According to Nicole, this 6-
month Korean learning was the only time that all of her family, including her older sister and 
her father, learned Korean officially from her mother. Her mother did that on purpose with the 
hope that by learning Korean, she could enhance her daughter’s understanding on Korean 
language and culture.  For young Nicole, her mother was her only Korean teacher since she was 
the only Korean native in her family. Her mother taught Nicole, her older sister, and her father 
Korean with simple name cards and several Korean multimedia sources such as television 
educational programs from EBS (Educational Broadcasting System), which is very similar to 
PBS (Public Broadcasting Service) in the United States. Nicole mentioned the names of Korean 
dramas and television shows that her family used to watch together in order to learn Korean and 
also for fun. However, except for the flashcards, there were no picture books or other reading 
materials in Korean, so Nicole’s access to Korean learning materials was limited. Nicole 
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recalled using Korean often especially during dinnertime with simple phrases or sentences to 
her mother. She said, “When I wanted to draw my mom’s attention, I called 엄마13[Umma] 
instead of mom. My sister and I sometimes made a joke with code-switching of the two 
languages, Korean and English, like 엄마[Umma]! Where are you!” (Narrative meeting 1, 
February 4th)    
According to Nicole, although her mother was born in Korea and immigrated to the 
United States when she was a teenager, she was very “Americanized.” Therefore, Korean was 
not Nicole’s dominant background, and even among her Korean side of family, younger 
members used English exclusively. Nicole told me that her father majored in English and 
minored in East Asian studies. Her father was white so he also did not know Korean except for 
the six months learning period a long time ago.  
Nicole was from a middle class family from the suburbs of Chicago. Her father worked 
at a university as the director of an Asian museum and her mother was a scientist who worked 
in a renowned research company. Her older sister went to a university in Indiana. Although half 
of her family members were Korean Americans, she was not raised in a Korean culture, 
although she noticed differences when she spent holidays with her two different sides of 
families. According to her, sharing food and eating together was typical in her house and her 
mother’s side of family, but when she went to her father’s white, American side of family, it 
was different. She said, “It’s very white. Get your own plate and get your own food on that plate, 
and I felt something different. At home, we always shared our food and double dipping was fine. 
But at my grandfather’s house, everyone had their own plate and had their own food. They 
never shared.”  
                                                
13	  Mommy or mom in Korean 	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Since most of her mother’s side of family lives in the United States, Nicole had a close 
relationship with her Korean family members. She often visited her grandparents in Michigan 
and hung around with her aunts, uncles, and cousins during major holidays. When the family 
gathered, older members spoke in Korean about sharing food and talking. However, the younger 
members including Nicole, spoke English but all of her family members watched Korean TV 
programs together. According to Nicole, she thought Korean TV programs were very fun to 
watch even though the program did not have any English subtitles and she could not understand 
Korean much.  
Nicole visited Korean only once when she was 10 years old, so what she remembered 
about Korea from that experience was very limited. She said she planned to visit Korea after 
college graduation and she wanted to keep a close relationship with her Korean culture and 
language. I wondered more about her childhood stories so I asked her about her schoolings 
when she was young. She said,  
I was in Michigan until I was fourth grade. The school there was very diverse. There 
was much diversity, African Americans, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese.  A lot of my 
friends were from different races. But then when I moved to my town, my town is 
Gwinnet! It`s very heavily white. It’s a suburb of Chicago. There, everyone’s white. 
There are some Asian populations but it’s very, very white population. So I noticed the 
extreme difference in that. The way like people are very accepting in Michigan, but then 
of course I got older and like you know people are accepting, but it’s just a different 
culture. (Narrative meeting 1, February 4th)  
In terms of hanging out with Koreans or Korean Americans during her school days, 
Nicole confessed that she never had an opportunity to socialize with them. She continued 
describing her schooling experience;  
When I went to a middle school, because I act very Americanized, white, a lot of people 
did not pick on me for that. I know a lot of kids with very Korean or Americanized 
[attitudes] were picked on. I mean even here I was walking around with my other 
Korean friends, and someone yelled like a derogatory name towards us, you know. But I 
don’t think, it does not come across usually, yeah. I think it’s because I come off very 
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Americanized so people really don’t bother me about it. If I don’t tell people, they do 
not see me as a Korean [because I look more White than Asian].  
A lot of Korean students in high school were very Korean or Asian. I think they were 
not willing to hang around with other students. They always sat in groups and when I 
walked by them I feel like I was not one of them. Yeah, there was definitely a block. I 
just never, never identified myself with them. I don’t think I ever had a close Korean 
friend. There was one girl, her name was June Sohn, and I sometimes I would get 
Korean food with her. She is the only Korean, I think, I never really hung around with 
Korean people because they were very different. (Narrative meeting 1, February 4th)  
Physical appearance is often a measure of one’s acceptability in a particular race or 
ethnic group. Several studies reported that multiracial physical characteristics such as skin tone, 
hair texture, eye color and so on, strongly influences a person’s identity construction (Renn, 
2004; Roots, 2003). Nicole said she felt comfortable hanging around with others who had 
similar cultural and linguistic background like her. Given the fact that multiracial students’ 
identity choices may be constrained by how others interpret their appearance (Roots, 1990), it 
seemed that for Nicole, she did not have a chance to think deeply about negotiating her ethnic 
identity because she looked more White than Korean. Since she spent most of her young years 
in White dominant communities, she did not seem to think much about her Korean ethnic 
identity. 
Self identification has significance in that it refers to an ethnic or cultural label that an 
individual wants to describe him or herself (Tse, 2010). I asked Nicole what ethnic label she 
chose to describe herself, she paused for a while and finally answered, “I am American.” She 
said, “Growing up, I realized that I related more to my Caucasian peers than other Asian 
Americans.” As a biracial Korean her answer indicated the heritage culture with which she feels 
more affiliated.  
After hearing her stories, I wondered if there had been changes in her daily life since she 
took Korean. More precisely, I wanted to know if she socialized with Korean/Asian 
communities, such as students’ organization or clubs. She responded,  
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I don’t know. Even though I take Korean, I am like, I don’t know. I think it’s because I 
look at myself as more white. I know I have more chances to hang around with Koreans. 
I notice some of my friends in KOR 105 go to weekly Korean conversation meeting and 
meet Korean helpers there and are friends with them, but I’ve never been drawn to be 
friends with Korean people. (Narrative meeting 1, February 4th)  
Though Nicole acknowledged her frequent chances to be involved in Korean 
communities, she was not interested in becoming an insider of this community. Roots (1990) 
proposed four positive resolutions for biracial or multiracial students. She argued that an 
individual might self-identify themselves in more than one-way at the same time. Nicole chose 
“White American” as her group, although that did not mean to deny her Korean heritage. 
Throughout our meetings, struggles with her ethnic identity permeated her narrative. She said, 
“It’s there, you know, it’s like an undeniable part of me. But I honestly don’t know how much is 
how much. I feel more related to my White community but, yes, it’s [her Korean identity] 
undeniable.” Later, when asked about her concept of community, she again confirmed her 
identity struggle. The following is what she said about the definition of community.  
A community, I think is, something that identifies you. It doesn’t have to be like, 
because I am Korean, I am part of the Korean community. You know, like, if I identify 
coming from a certain area, I identified coming from the North or Korean community or 
something like that. And I think for me, it’s different. Because, I mean it’s not because I 
am not associated with Korean communities, but me as a bi-racial, it’s hard for people to 
identify me. So I think a community is, where you categorize yourself. Well, it is very 
difficult for me to define. I feel like I am neither of any community. (Narrative meeting 
2, March 12th)  
According to Nicole, although she was not interested in socializing in a Korean 
community, she was a big fan of Korean culture (e.g., K-Pop, Korean drama and entertainment 
shows). She was once obsessed with popular Korean singers such as 동방신기[TVXQ] and 
빅뱅 [Big Bang]. She said she wanted to know more about Korean pop culture, which gave her 
good motivation to learn Korean on top of the fact that she wanted to speak with and understand 
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her Korean side of family. I asked her if her desire to learn her heritage language had changed 
since she took the Korean class, and she answered, 
I think it is. It is getting stronger and stronger. When over the break, at my Michigan 
house, all my [Korean] aunts and grandma were talking in Koran and I was happy to 
know when they said certain words. I know what you are saying, I know the words. That 
gave me feeling of a deep connection to them although I did not understand everything 
they said. (Narrative meeting 1, February 4th)  
 Nicole mentioned, ‘feel connected’ to her Korean side of family and showed great 
satisfaction with learning Korean. For mixed heritage learners, it is important to have support 
from both heritage and non-heritage parents to encourage HLL (Shin, 2010). I thought it was a 
good time for me to conduct a parent’s interview so I called Nicole’s mother, Ms. Lim, after our 
narrative meeting.  
Ms. Lim was the first parent participant with whom I did a phone interview so I was a 
little nervous. Ms. Lim answered with a delightful voice. She was in her forties and has worked 
in a pharmaceutical company in Chicago as a scientist for many years. She honestly confessed 
that she did not pay much attention to teaching Korean language and culture to Nicole and her 
sister. Given the fact that many heritage language studies stress the importance of parental 
involvement in HLL, her attitude toward HLL was rather indifferent. She admitted that she 
raised her children to fit more with White communities because her children eventually would 
live in the United States, not in Korea. However, she said over the years carefully watching 
Nicole and her sister, she realized that her children valued their Korean heritage more highly 
than she anticipated. Although Nicole labeled herself as American, and she felt she was a part of 
White an American community, Ms. Lim felt that this turn toward being more American neither 
totally match Nicole, nor fully explain her. She said,      
She is half Korean for sure. With the labeling term, yes, I agree, she is American. But 
she is not totally American. She definitely needs to know her Korean background so I 
am very glad that she is now learning Korean. (Parents’ interview, March 6th) 
 144 
In the beginning of our second narrative meeting, I told Nicole how much I enjoyed also 
having her mother participate in my study and Nicole told me that her mother was excited to 
contribute.  
During our meetings, since Nicole was a beginning level student, I did not want my 
position as a Korean language TA to influence her expression about Korean language and 
culture, so I tended to use more English than Korean. Though she said she hardly understood 
Korean, she understood some Korean phrases and responded to me in Korean as much as she 
could with such as simple words, for example, 맛있어요. [It’s delicious.]. I used Korean for 
nominal nouns (i.e., an actor’s name or the title of a popular Korean drama) and simple 
sentences such as “오늘 아주 추워요 [It’s very cold today].” Since Nicole said she and her 
mother were in a good relationship and talked very often, I asked her if she received any help 
from her mother regarding her Korean class. She answered,  
Well, yes. I sometimes ask her help. The other day, I was asking her about the changing 
dictionary form to the endings like,  어요, 아요 [Polite informal ending], all endings, 
you know? And she didn’t understand what I was saying and she’s like that’s not how 
we learned it. She’s like I don`t know how to help you.  It’s very confusing to her to 
teach like, chop-up sentences that we try to get into. She could only help me with, you 
know, a broader question. She definitely helps me with um, vocabs sometimes, “Mom, 
what does this word means?” But when it comes to a structure or grammar thing, it’s 
really hard. So when I asked her –어여, 아요 conjugation and she’s like “What are you 
talking about? I don’t know what you’re saying!” I was like, “It’s okay.”(laugh) I am 
saying, “It’s ok. It’s in a dictionary.” (Narrative meeting 2, March 12th) 
Nicole said she often sought help from her mother, but it was sometimes hard for her 
mother to give her the correct answer with an explanation. This problem came out in my 
interview with Ms. Lim as well. She explained that since she did not have connection with the 
Korean community except her family in Michigan, she forgot some of the usages, grammar, and 
spellings. She said,  
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오늘은 전화 와서 물어보는데 문법 같은 것을 물어보는데,내가 말은 하는데 
설명을 하기가 힘든 거예요. 오늘 얘기한 것은, 예를 들면은 “영화보는 것을 
좋아하세요? 영화보는 게 좋아하세요?”  그런 거 였는데, 여러가지였어요. 
그래서 내가 “I don`t have an explanation but that’s how you say it.” (laugh)  
그래서 한국말이 참 힘든거예요.  
 
[Nicole] called me and asked about some grammatical usages. I do speak Korean, but 
it’s hard to explain [with proper grammatical terms]. Today’s was about, for example, 
“Do you like watching a movie? Something like that, several things.  
So I  [sigh] “I don’t have an explanation, but that’s how you say it.” (laugh) 
See, that’s why Korean is so difficult.] (Parents’ interview, March 6th)   
For our second meeting, I asked Nicole to tell me a story of her daily Korean 
conversational usage. She answered,  
So in Korean classroom obviously I talk in Korean, and we have to. And then, my 
friend, Lisa, in the Korean class, she started a program now and it’s called, Korean 
conversation partners, or something like that last semester. So she set me up with this 
conversation partner thing with a Korean person who just came here from Korea for one 
semester. So we just conversed with each other like once a week. I attempted to speak 
Korean and to do KakaoTalk. I used that so that I can learn how to write in Korean, like 
type even better. So that’s, I think that’s what excites me in Korean. Sometimes I do 
KakaoTalk with my mom and I occasionally use Korean. But my mom replies in 
English. She is very Americanized. . . .And my other friends, I just speak. I never try to 
speak in Korean. I never spoke to someone who is fluent in Korean besides my Korean 
conversation partner and in the classroom. (Narrative meeting 2, March 12th)  
I asked Nicole the reason she was reluctant to use Korean with others and she simply 
answered, “It just feel so unnatural to me.” She continued her Korean usage with her Korean 
conversation partner, 
Nicole: Me and him, we talk a lot. We use KakaoTalk. If I ever try to write in Korean 
he always corrected me and told me how to write this. 
YS: Do you converse everyday? 
Nicole: Yeah, I don’t think it’s normal though.  
YS: That’s another way of learning. A good way, actually. 
Nicole: Yeah, yeah, definitely. So we’ve met once a week for the past couple of weeks. I 
think we met for three and half hours or so just talking.  
YS: And what is the main language when you meet him?  
Nicole: Actually, mainly English…I thought Korean is what we supposed to do but a lot 
of time we just speak each other like talking… so we talk about an hour in 
English and teach each other...certain words or phrases that he would not learn 
from dictionaries. And he would try to teach me how to say things in Korean that 
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I won’t be taught in Korean class. Because in Korean class, it’s more like 
structured, formal sentences. So I ask things like how you can say this between 
friends and so on. He is a graduate student and majoring in finance. I am not sure 
if I am going to find another conversation partner next semester but that’s the 
part I am sad about. All Korean conversation partners that we have are students 
who stay here a very short time. (Narrative meeting 2, March 12th)   
We continued our conversation and she showed me the KakaoTalk conversation chatting 
window. Throughout the window, Nicole and her conversation partner code switched back and 
forth from Korean to English. The talk was more from her conversation partner to Nicole with 
giving advice on Korean learning and teaching grammar and correct spelling.  
When I asked her future plan regarding Korean classes and after graduation from 
college, she said,  
Because I am in a global studies program I have to study foreign languages. So I really 
want to go to Korea for the language so I am thinking maybe in my junior year for one 
semester. I definitely want to do that. And then even after college, because I want to 
focus on International business with my global studies and my Korean, I probably will 
find a job that allows me to travel there, like jobs in international multi-corporations. I 
think having the language; Korean and the business will be really helpful. I want a job 
something like that. I think speaking Korean would be a good asset to me. It’s a huge 
asset.  (Narrative meeting 2, March 12th)  
Nicole said she wanted to have a deep understanding of her heritage so that desire led 
her to take KOR 105 and other learning activities to learn more about her Korean heritage. She 
considered learning Korean as a ‘passport’ (Renn, 2004) that would lead her to connect to the 
Korean/Korean American communities. Also, Nicole showed more global identity than ethnic 
identity, that is for her, learning Korean was considered more as a tool or asset than to know 
more about herself, her identity. As from my own experience of teaching Korean for three years, 
I have noticed that many Korean American students chose Korean for their college language 
requirement or just for their personal interest. Most of them were either business majors or at 
least told me that if they speak fluent Korean, that would be a great addition for them to get a 
job in a large multinational companies. According to Ms. Kim, who worked as a director for the 
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Korean program for the past ten years, the number of Korean American students who take 
Korean was gradually increasing over the years.  
Like other Korean American heritage learners, Nicole also told me that having fluent 
Korean skills would let her have more chances and eventually lead to a bright future. She 
considered her heritage knowledge as useful, that is, Nicole regarded her HLL as a “cultural 
capital (Bourdieu, 1978)” and had viewed herself as a Mixed-Heritage Korean as a valuable 
asset, “human capital” (Kim, 2012). Adapting to the concept of human capital and globalism, I 
would argue that her urge to learn Korean, and thus her ethnic and linguistic identity developed 
through her HLL, which enabled her to attain a global identity (Choi & Yi, 2012). Exploring her 
heritage seemed a fun and practical journey to Nicole. 
A Case of Esther: A Lonely Girl with Deep Emotion in Her Eyes 
When I first went to Ms. Lee’s heritage track Korean for a class observation, I was 
trying to find participants for my research study. I noticed Esther. She stood out with her 
physical appearance. I could tell that she was half Korean and half Black because she had 
distinctive physical characteristics from both ethnicities. I wanted her to be in my study and 
asked Ms. Lee about her. However, she was rather skeptical. Ms. Lee said she had heard many 
times from Esther that she was teased or bullied by other Korean peers when she was young in 
Korea, and it seemed like that was a painful experience for her. I did not want to trigger any 
painful memory or harm students, so I decided not to contact her.  
 However, I regularly visited the same class because I was observing my other student 
participants--Hayoon and Minsoo--and during the class midterm presentations, Esther’s 
presentation caught my attention. The title of her presentation was ‘혼혈의 삶 [The Life of a 
Mixed-Heritage Korean]’ and I found her presentation impressive and touching. I assumed 
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Esther would have negative attitudes toward her experiences in Korea; however, to my surprise, 
her presentation was about the history, policies, and social, cultural and political perspectives on 
integrating Mixed-Heritage Koreans into the mainstream society. I approached her and 
introduced my myself and my study. She had observed my many class observations and she 
happily accepted my invitation.     
Our first meeting took place in my office and since she did not have much information 
about me and my study, I introduced her the context of the study and brief background about 
myself. It turned out that Esther was an education major like me, so we found many things in 
common. Our shared interests in education may have supported Esther’s comfort in sharing 
since she had a rather shy character.  
Esther had a very interesting family background. She was born and raised in Seoul, 
South Korea until she was second grade in elementary school. Then, suddenly, she and her 
younger brother, who is two years younger, were sent to the United States in order to stay with 
her grandmother after her grandfather’s death. Esther lived with her grandmother for two years 
in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and that was when she first received formal Korean instruction by 
attending a weekend Saturday Korean school for Korean Americans. She said that she and her 
younger brother had to go to the Korean school because of her grandmother’s wish. Previous to 
attending the school, she and James were able to speak but not to write or read Korean. Esther 
became literate in written Korean through the Saturday Korean school. She seemed not to face 
any difficulties in U.S. public schools even though it was her first time in the United States as 
she was already fluent in English. She recalled this time as follows;  
제가 환경 적응하는데 힘들어 하는 스타일인데 시간이 좀 걸려요.  
어렸을 떄 기억이 나는 것은 한국에서는 제가 피부가 까맣고 좀 이국적으로 
생기고 그래서 한국에서는 제 동생보다는 제가 더 놀림을 당했어요. 한국사람들이 
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절 무서워하고 막 그랬는데 미국와서는 동생이 한국인처럼 생기니깐 반대가 
됐어요.  
전 미국 사람이랑 같이 처음 학교에 다니는데 그래도 괜찮았어요. 한국에서는 
학교를 다닌 적은 없지만 그래도  길거리 가거나 시장 가거나 그럼 사람들이 막 
이상하게 쳐다보고 막 그랬는데. 미국 사람들도 그럴까 생각했는데 그렇지 않고 
사람들하고도 빨리 같이 친해지고 그랬어요. 그런데  제 동생은 동네 친구들하고 
잘 놀다가도 싸우기도 하고 막 울면서 집에 들어오기도 하고 그랬어요. 그런 거는 
참 많았어요. 미국 와서는 저는 별로 그런 시선을 못 느꼈어요.   
 
[I usually have difficulties adjusting to new environments. Taking some extra time.  
I remember back in Korea, I usually was teased because of my darker skin and foreign 
look, much more often than my brother. People were apprehensive around me and stuff. 
But after coming to the U.S, it became the opposite as my brother looked more Korean 
than me. My experience attending schools in the U.S. was pretty good. Back in Korea, I 
hadn’t yet studied in school, but I noticed people looking at me funny in the streets and 
markets. 
I thought it might be same in the U.S. but it wasn’t. I made friends quickly.  
But my brother would sometimes come home crying after fights with neighborhood kids.  
It happened fairly often. I did not experience funny looks in the U.S.] (Narrative meeting 
1, April 8th)  
Interestingly, schooling was a more difficult experience for James than Esther. Esther 
had more apparent physical characteristics of Black Americans, whereas, James looked more 
like a Korean, so according to Esther, James often got teased by peers in his school and 
neighborhood. This was shocking to Esther because when in Korea, it was Esther who was in 
trouble and had to cope with prejudice.  
After spending two years in the United States with her grandmother, the family decided 
that it would be better for Esther, James, and her grandmother for them to go back to Korea.  
제가 먼저 말을 잘 못 건네요. Shy 해서 그런 건데.  
생긴 것도 그렇고 약간 한국말 못하게 생겼으니까 그런 것 같아요. 어디 시장에 
가거나 동네에 다니면 사람들이 영어로 말을 걸기도 했어요. 그러면 어렸을 때는 
영어로 대답하기도 했는데 지금은 일부러 친구들하고 한국말을 더 하면서 가게에 
들어가요.연예인들도 혼혈 연예인이 많고 쌤 해밍턴 같은 사람들도 한국말을 
굉장히 잘 해요.  
 
[I usually have a problem in conversations because of my shyness. But also because of 
my looks, people assumed that I don’t speak Korean. Like in markets and in the 
neighborhood, people would sometimes speak to me in English. When I was younger, I 
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would sometimes reply in English, but now I try to speak Korean with my friends when 
going to places. There are a lot of Mixed-Race Korean celebrities now, people like Sam 
Hammington14 speaks Korean very well.] (Narrative meeting 1, April 8th)  
According to Esther, her parents used a “one-parent-one-language (OPOL)” policy when 
they were young. Since her father was fluent in both Korean and English and her mother was a 
native Korean speaker, Esther spoke English with her father and spoke Korean with her mother. 
While Esther and her brother were young, her parents kept the policy strictly.  
After spending two years in the United States, she came back to Korea and entered back 
into her father’s school, Amerasian Methodist Academy (hereafter AMA), where the main 
instruction was in English. She was in the fifth grade at that time and AMA was an “English 
only school,” so all students were required to use English all the time. However, what Esther 
told me was quite interesting in terms of language choices at home and school.    
Esther: Between me and my brother, we liked to call it, “Konglish.”  So we used two 
languages and we understood each other. So, we were like, “마셔 ing (drink 
ing).” You know, like putting “ing” at the end of Korean words. 
YS: Wow! That’s a new way of “Konglish” that I’ve never heard. It’s very creative. 
When it comes to code switching, usually people switch word by word like, 
“Water 마셔 [drink].” Not like you guys, “[water]마셔[drink] ing.” Like 
switching verb tenses or markers at the end of Korean words.   
Esther: Really? It was not just between me and my brother. Everyone in AMA did that. 
(Narrative meeting 1, April 8th)   
Code switching or code mixing are common patterns for bilinguals and they code mix 
for various reasons. They do this for “pragmatic effect, which is to emphasize what they are 
saying, to quote what someone else said, to protest, to narrate and so on” (Genesee, 2006, p. 55). 
Sometimes, bilinguals do code switching, because they want to acquire appropriate community-
based patterns of speech so that they can attain membership in the community (Shin and Milory, 
                                                
14 He is a New Zealand-born Australian comedian, television personality, radio presenter and actor in South Korea. 
He is very popular and one of the leading foreign television star in South Korea.  
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2000) and develop an ethnic (Lo, 1999) and social identity (Genessee). Esther explained to me 
that the above kind of code mixing was very common at AMA and since it was not a correct 
form of English, they often received detention if they used the pattern.  
According to Esther, her school was a private Christian school, so teachers were almost 
always voluntarily teaching. It was for biracial Korean children who could not send their 
children to Korean schools due to bullying and ridicule or international schools due to 
expensive tuition. She said,  
Even non-Christians can enter but we call it Christian, because my dad is a pastor. We 
even have Muslim students, because there are a lot of Pakistani people in Korea now. 
Biracial Koreans usually have a hard time to send their children to Korean school 
because of bullying and limited proficiency of Korean. When they come to my dad to 
enroll in the school, my dad says they’ll have to do chapel study and Bible study on 
Friday or weekend so they have to follow the same rule because it`s a requirement. 
(Narrative meeting 2, May 15th)  
As mentioned earlier, the school was founded by Esther’s father with the hope of 
offering a better educational environment for underprivileged Mixed-Heritage Korean children. 
It started with one class of nine students, Esther was one of them, but it expanded over the years 
and currently had 120 students from K-12. The school was also in a partnership with a big 
philanthropic organization, which provided dual ethnic Koreans’ education support and THEY 
received donation from the foundation. Students in the school are mostly Mixed-Race Koreans 
and a majority of them were either “Amerasian” or “Kosian.” English was the main language 
for instructions and Korean lessons were offered as an after school curriculum for students who 
wanted to learn.   
According to Esther, the Mixed-Race Korean students in AMA insisted on their 
“otherness” in some situations (Naomi, 2007). Since she had a hard time struggling with 
prejudice among Koreans, she stressed the need for a school as being a safe environment for all 
the children who attended the school. She continued her story about AMA,  
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One good thing I would say is [it was] a safe environment for us not to feel scared or not 
to want to come to school. This is a school you should feel safe. No one should be 
scared to go to school. Everyone was alike and no one was isolated. We knew each other 
and it was really small like a family. People call it “AMA families” because even the 
teachers were very close.   
I really liked my school, AMA. I love my school so one of the things that I realized is 
that a disadvantage, I would say, is that after coming out of AMA, I realized that we are 
kind of too close. I should say all the common standards that people have outside of our 
school were strange to me. I didn’t even know that first year and second year of my 
school was called freshman and sophomore, junior and senior until I came out of the 
school. Those kinds of common sense knowledge we didn’t have. We really relied on 
our teachers and if the teachers don’t tell us, then it’s like, we didn’t know. We were 
kind of in a very slow processing like that. So, yeah, but like the teachers and students in 
AMA are 순진해 [innocent]. 착하고 그런데 [Nice but], if they go out the world, I am 
really worry about them. I still have a lot of things that I do not know about college. I 
was lacking common knowledge of colleges like about applications and essays and 
stuffs. (Narrative meeting 1, April 8th)  
 During these narrative meetings, Esther often told me stories that included feelings of 
confusion, anger, disappointed, and sadness during her stay in Korea. She said she was ridiculed 
often, especially when she went outside to a street market or park with her mother, who is 
Korean, and younger brother, who more resembled his mother. Even if she could not hear 
clearly what others were saying, she knew that people were talking about her. Ironically, 
Esther’s hometown was well known as one of the camp town, where the U.S. military camp was 
located. Therefore, it was common to see children who were biracial or multiracial Koreans; 
most of their parents were Korean women and American military servicemen. However, living 
as Mixed-Heritage Koreans in Yangho still meant many painful experiences for Esther.  
She said she felt very lucky to grow up in a fortunate environment with strong support 
from her parents and having friends who were similar to her. As a matter of fact, being bullied, 
ridiculed, and even beaten by peers or teachers, was not an unusual thing for multi-race Koreans. 
Park (2007) reported the prevalence of prejudice and discrimination that Amerasians faced 
during their school life in Korea.  
 153 
The overall social atmosphere was not welcoming for Mixed-Race Koreans who did not 
carry ‘blood purity’ and thus, people like Esther, had to confront unpleasant incidents. Esther 
told me that many Amerasian students ended up not graduating from schools and having low-
income jobs. For example, one of the seniors in AMA ran away from his house due to domestic 
violence between his parents when he was a late teen and did not graduate from AMA. He could 
not go to college and ended up working as a part-time worker at construction sites. Esther also 
told me that some of her friends dreamed of becoming a famous celebrity or entertainers, such 
as Insoon-i15 or Daniel Henney16, but this obviously required a lot of money and therefore many 
of them finally gave up this dream.  
In Korea, there has been a common belief that Koreans are pure blood (Lee, 2009) and 
therefore, ethnic discrimination or racism, sadly, has been a persistent social problem. 
Researchers find the root of this hatred of foreigners or xenophobia in Korean society in the 
Japanese colonization era. After experiencing an influx of Japanese, Koreans enjoyed being an 
independent country just for a short period of time and then the Korean War happened.  
During Korean War, many Mixed-Race babies were born especially between American 
servicemen and Korean women, many of whom became Korean prostitutes. Many of them were 
called  “튀기 (Twiggi),” a derogatory term and racial slur used for people who have mixed race 
in Korea, but also to refer to biracial Korean Americans. The Korean dictionary meaning for 
this term is an animal cub that has been produced by two different species, such as mixed 
puppies. According to Lee, while an exact English translation of the word “Twiggi” does not 
exist, some would say that the term means “devil-child,” “mule,” or “crossbreed.”  To avoid 
                                                
15 She is an acclaimed diva and regarded as a very famous singer in South Korea. She is half Korean and half 
Black. 
16 He is a biracial, White American and Korean actor who is famous for his handsome looks and known for several 
movies and dramas.  
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discriminatory terms, people have started to use another term, “혼혈 [Honhyeol].”  In Korean, 
the term “Honyeol” means, “mixed blood.”  
According to Kim (2008), since many of Koreans’ interactions with Americans 
happened predominantly with White Americans (e.g., diplomats, missionaries) during the initial 
contact of the two nations, “the equation of “American” and “White” stems from this Korean 
ideology about Americans.  Kim argued that U.S military intervention during Korean War in 
1950s intensified the racial ideologies of White superiority versus Black inferiority and this 
biased concept has been prevalent in Korean society ever since. This prejudice also appeared in 
the United States seen in the Los Angeles Unrest in 1992 (Abelmann & Lie, 1995), which 
derived from the deep conflict between Koreans and Black American’s racial ideologies. This 
contextual analysis helps to explain Esther’s difficulties.  
In the current context, Koreans have gradually begun to recognize that their society is 
becoming more heterogeneous as many foreign residents and mixed heritage Koreans are 
integrated into the society. Multiculturalism and multicultural education are slogans used by the 
government and agencies, but these are still in a beginning developmental stage. Kim (2011) 
criticized the top-down approach to and limited conceptualization of multiculturalism in Korean 
society by examining the Korean government’s installation of nationwide multicultural family 
support centers within the broader context of the migrant advocacy of NGOs and church groups. 
He concluded that the efforts that the Korean government made reified cultural differences so 
that multicultural families felt pressure to follow Korean culture as their norm and to neglect 
their ethnic cultures. During my narrative meeting with Esther, she also pointed out that Korean 
people think of multiculturalism or mixed Koreans as exotic members of the society rather than 
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included as part of society. She said she has been uncomfortable dealing with these kinds of 
perspectives her whole time living in Korea.  
After Esther completed junior high in Korea, she came to the United States to enter high 
school and then college. According to Esther, it was her father’s wish that she continue her 
schooling in the United States so that she would not face the social discrimination and prejudice 
that she experienced in Korea.  
 Unfortunately, I could only observe Esther three times during my class observations 
because she frequently missed class. Moreover, she was often late to class so I was not paying 
much attention to her in the beginning of my class observation. However, when I logged on the 
Moodle site of KOR 250, I met a completely different Esther in the online space. Engaging in 
group discussion was a requirement of the class. Each student had to submit writing homework 
and respond to others. Ms. Kim read and gave comments. The discussion board was very 
interesting. All the students were actively engaged with online Korean literacy activities and 
some of them even uploaded cartoons or video clip that showed cultural aspects of both Korea 
and the United States. For example, when the main topic of the class was humor, Ms. Kim 
asked students to upload video clips that they thought were funny. Esther was actively engaged 
in these kinds of online learning activities and discussions. The following example is Esther’s 
comment after she read the main content of chapter 6, 대인 관계 [social relationships].  
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Figure 8. Esther’s Moodle website posting  
In the above posting, Esther was supposed to write a short reflection after reading the 
assigned chapter, which was about social relationship and 10 ways to make successful social 
relationship. Esther picked one suggestion, “Try to be genuinely caring to other people. Once 
you try, almost everyone will start to act like you.” She said she picked that one because she 
believed if she treated others with a sincere heart the rest of the nine suggestions would follow 
naturally. Under her posting, Ms. Kim made a comment and agreed it should be like this 
between a teacher and student.  
For the midterm project, Esther not only made a presentation on Mixed-Heritage 
Koreans and her life in Korea, but she also wrote an essay about this topic. In the essay, she 
described how it was difficult for her father to live in Korea as a Mixed-Heritage Korean child 
and her story of discrimination in Korea. She also explained the survey she conducted with 
AMA students over the semester break to gather their perspectives of living as Mixed-Heritage 
Korean in Korea. According to Esther, AMA students often mentioned the terms “opportunity” 
and “hope” as symbols for their future life. It is hard to explain since she only collected a few 
survey, but she argued from these data that the students felt that gradually Mixed-Heritage 
Korean students find their way to enter the dominant Korean community, and most importantly, 
without any negative influences on their personal identity.  
Like other heritage learners, Esther showed a critical perspective on social issues, 
especially problems in Korean contexts. In one meeting, she mentioned the “education fever” 
that is prevalent in Korean society and told me several examples of her friends who had suffered 
from their parents’ high expectations. In fact, “education fever” has been described quite often 
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as a national obsession and has become a pervasive feature of South Korean society (Seth, 
2002). The following is her comment about several social problems in Korea.  
제가 그리고 first semester communication 111 들으면서 final speech 를 한국 학생들 
자살 rate 을 했거든요. 자살의 이유가 1위가 왕 따 때문이고, 2위가 성적문제고, 
3위가 다른 문젠데, 그런거 보면 정말 한국의 문제가 많아요.  
 
[Also when I was taking Com 111 in my first semester [at the U.S. University], my final 
speech in the class was about suicide rates among Korean students. I’ve learned that the 
top reasons were about being bullied in schools, followed by grades, and third reason 
was something else. It seems that there are a lot of issues in Korean society.] (Narrative 
meeting 2, May 15th)   
When asked about her utilization of multimedia sources in Korean, Esther was the only 
one who answered that she used Korean Internet and watched Korean TV shows and dramas 
almost every day. According to Esther, she used “Naver,” the top search engine portal website, 
most often in order to find the meaning of Korean words for their dictionary section. She said 
she used “Naver” not only for the Korean learning purposes but also for pastime purposes such 
as searching images and news about her favorite Korean singers and actors. Since Esther was 
almost fluent in Korean listening and speaking, she did not need subtitles for any of TV 
programs she watched. In the Korean program at the university, there was an event every 
semester called “Korean movie night,” where all students enrolled in Korean courses were 
required to attend and submit a reflection for the movie they saw. All my participants, including 
Esther, attended the event. King Gwanghae was the Korean movie for the semester that I was 
collecting data. When I asked Esther about this event, I was surprised that she had a very 
detailed explanation and critical perspective compared to other Koran historical dramas and 
movies that she watched that we discussed. KakaoTalk and Facebook were the two main 
sources Esther used to get in touch with her friends in Korea. She said she is a big fan of 
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Facebook and often communicates with friends in both Korean and English. It was obvious that 
Esther actively engaged in using multimedia sources and this was central to her HLL. 
In our second narrative meeting, I asked Esther how she would define her personal 
identity using the terms Korean, American, or Korean American. Although, she was reluctant at 
first, like most of the other participants, she mumbled and finally answered,  
전,저는요, 그냥 혼혈이라고 해요. 사람들이 물어봤을 때,  “Where are you from?”  
“I am mixed, I am ¾ Korean and ¼ black.” 이라고 해요. 안 그러면 헷갈려해서 
얘기를 그냥 해요. 사실, 미국에선 그게 그렇게 큰 이슈가 아닌데 한국에선 듸게 
꺼려하거든요. 예전보다는 많이 나아졌지만 아직까지 있어요. 많이 있어요.   
 
[I, I just say, I am Honhyol [Mixed-Race Korean]. When people ask me where I am 
from. I reply, “I am mixed. I am ¾ Korean and ¼ black.” Otherwise, people get 
confused so I just tell them that. It [being mixed] is not a big deal in America but in 
Korea, people are reluctant to talk about it. It is much better now, but the issue still 
remains . . . .] (Narrative meeting 2, May 15th) 
What is important here is that she used the term, ‘Honhyol,’ to introduce herself to other 
Koreans. She said she was often asked if she is a Mixed-Race Korean or not. Even though 
Esther was critical of the discrimination in Korea, she also dreamed of going back to Korea to 
help other Mixed-Heritage students. When I asked her about her dreams, she answered, 
Um, you know when you go to elementary school, 장래희망  이런 거 하잖아요. [being 
asked about your future dream], I always said I wanted to be a teacher. Because I think 
one of the reasons is I was so influenced by my parents. And I grew up watching 
teachers coming to my father’s school, getting small paychecks, teaching kids, giving 
them education and then you know, because back then, 혼혈아동들 [Honhyul children], 
they really didn’t have a bright future. They didn’t want to go to Korean schools and 
they are like, “I’d rather not go to school then get bullied all the time.” So they really 
didn’t have a bright future. But in order to give them a bright future, teachers were like 
volunteering at our school and providing them with education so they could have a 
future, right?  
Like through education, education is the only way. So growing up those kinds of 
environment, I realized how important education is.   
When I was in Korea, we offered afterschool English program for Korean kids who 
wanted to learn English for like two years. And I was in fifth grade, my mom told me to 
help out my dad in the class. So in the fifth grade, I was like a sub teacher for my dad. 
And in sixth grade, I had the whole class by myself. I was a teacher and received a 
paycheck, so I kept learning how to teach and lesson plans and stuff like that.  
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Now, I go back to AMA summer school every year and we have younger kids so I teach 
them for like three weeks. So, it became obvious that I have to become a teacher.  
And my life goal is to become a person like my dad because he really inspires me and 
influences me in a lot of ways. (Narrative meeting 1, April 8th)  
Unlike Nicole, the first Mixed-Heritage Korean participant, having a frank conversation 
with Esther was difficult because she initially seemed hesitant to share her stories of 
discrimination. I assumed that she might be afraid that my judgment of her would be similar to a 
typical Korean, since she knew I was from Korea. I thought it would be better to move slowly 
so I gave her time and I tried to search for common interests. For example, I told her my 
younger brother’s story because he recently was married to a woman who was not ethnically 
Korean and when she heard this, she seemed surprised, yet smiled and congratulated me. I told 
her that my interest in racial and cultural identity has grown deeper and his marriage created a 
new experience to inform my study with Mixed-Heritage Koreans. On our second narrative 
meeting, we started to share about Korean pop-culture and I noticed that Esther was a huge fan 
of K-pop culture. We found the same boy band that we liked in common and we talked about 
that boy band for a while. These commonalities and shared interests were, I hoped, a way to 
make her feel comfortable. 
 It took a while but eventually Esther became more frank and was not as hesitant to 
share her stories with me. Later, she confessed that since these were unpleasant memories, she 
did not want to even remember them. Her story is not a new one but one that revealed prejudice 
that is prevalent in Korea society (Park, 2007). I did my best not to put any pressure on her. I 
also understood that my position as a Korean-native woman, who came to the United States to 
study issues of language, culture and education, may have created some shared ethnic 
affiliations and interests that may have made her more comfortable in sharing her stories. 
Shared affiliations can both support and hinder narrative research situations.  Esther said that 
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although her skin color is darker than other Koreans, she considered herself a Korean and was 
proud to be Korean. Although recounting stories from her life reminded her of her painful 
experiences, her stories suggest that reconnecting with Korean language and culture through 
HLL had been a positive journey for her.  
Summary 
In this chapter, I examined the identities of two Mixed-Heritage Korean learners while 
they engaged in Korean HLL. Although the two participants voluntarily chose to take Korean 
for their university language requirement, they were different in many ways.  
Nicole was born and raised in the United States. Her mother is a 1.5 Korean American 
and her father is White American. Esther was born and raised mostly in Korea with her parents. 
Her mother is Korean and her father is Mixed-Race Korean. They came to the United States for 
Esther to enter high school and go to the university. It was obvious that both participants in this 
group have struggled with their dual ethnic language and culture. According to their stories, 
having roots from two different cultures was positive for them but also brought confusion and 
struggles. According to Wallace (2004), schooling is a critical context to Mixed-Heritage 
students in that it is a context, “where students enact, challenge, and negotiate identity as they 
interact diverse Discourse communities” (p. 209). As described by Wallace in his study, the 
confusion and struggles of his participants with their identities were echoed in the stories of 
Nicole and Esther in my study.  
One of the most distinctive features comparing the two participants was their physical 
appearances and how these affected their identity development. Unlike monoethnic heritage 
students, biracial or multiracial students show more complicated stages in terms of identity 
development (Renn, 2004). Kanna (2010) presented the two concepts of racial identity existing 
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in a person’s mind--public identity and internalized identity. These two aspects of identities are 
intertwined as “the racial labels individuals use to present themselves to others (e.g., black, 
biracial, multiracial, white) as well as how individuals internally identify themselves” (p. 97). 
When asked how she defined herself, Esther answered without hesitation, she was Korean. 
Whereas for Nicole, finding a term to define herself was rather difficult so she defined herself 
as American. Walters (1990, 1996) argued that certain ancestries are ‘essential’ and become a 
defining aspect of a multiracial person. Her argument was largely based on studies with bi-
racials, who are black and white, and my findings with Nicole parallel her findings.  
My two learners showed a difference in how they defined their identity and thus even 
though they were categorized into the same ethnoracial heritage, “Mixed-Heritage Korean”, 
their cultural membership viewed by other group members and evaluated by themselves were 
quite distinctive. In other words, my two learners had different Mixed-Heritage frames, which 
enabled them to construct their identities in dynamic and open-ended ways (Wallace, 2001, 
2004).  According to Wallace, cultural membership of mixed heritage learners in her study was 
determined not “by parentage but the dynamic aspect of the community’s Discourse that 
involves recognition and acceptance of the individual as he or she interacts with group members 
(p. 201).” Shin (2010) argued that Mixed-Heritage individuals tend to experience 
marginalization in their heritage community due to their dual ancestry and cultural knowledge 
and practices, which was the case with Esther in my study. Unlike Nicole, who did not go 
through marginalization from both of her heritage communities, Esther told me that she 
experienced disregarding from her Korean heritage community and she assumed it was due to 
her more Black-like skin color and physical traits. 
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Next, my two participants had different levels of Korean proficiency that were 
influenced by their parents’ involvement in their children’s heritage language acquisition. 
Typical Korean parents manage their children’s learning in authoritarian ways. Nicole’s parents, 
however, did not insist that their children learn their HLL if they did not want to. In one meeting, 
Nicole recalled her experience of learning Korean during childhood and said, “She [My mother] 
tried at least, but we just did not care that much. And then she gave up and we all did not care 
about it.” By contrast, Esther’s parents had a specific approach (i.e., OPOL) to raise their 
children as bilinguals and Esther and her younger brother James followed their parents’ method 
without questions. Esther’s parents’ educational approach suggested that they valued literacy 
education, especially when it emphasized heritage language development. Esther told me one 
day that it was her parents’ literacy education that made it possible for her to become fully 
bilingual in Korean and English. She further added that the balanced perspectives and usages of 
the two languages in her daily life was the key factor for her to construct the type of person she 
was, her identities.   
Last, the two learners showed different preferences in choosing which social community 
felt more comfortable for them. In other words, the sociocultural adaptation of the two learners 
was distinctive depending on the communities they joined. For example, the schooling 
experiences for Esther were harder than Nicole’s, in that Nicole felt it was hard to locate herself 
in a Korean community, whereas she found it easy to participant in American communities. 
After entering a school, which was filled with Mixed-Heritage Koreans like herself, Esther felt 
comfortable and she considered herself a member of that community. Whereas Nicole admitted 
that she felt much easier in American communities due to the fact that her appearance was more 
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similar to Whites. Although she showed a strong interest in her Korean heritage, it was not 
strong enough to define herself as half Korean and to identify with Korean communities.  
In my study, Nicole and Esther both mentioned the importance of support from their 
parents regarding heritage language and culture. Korean society is now facing not just its 
biracial members but soon will be filled with increasing membership from multiracial Koreans. 
By preserving the language in both of one’s cultures, one can maintain an integration of both 
cultures. In sum, the two Mixed-Heritage Korean learners in my study engaged in HLL and 
throughout that opportunity, they pondered their racial and cultural identities and thus immersed 
themselves in thinking about their cultural and racial identities.  
  
 164 
Chapter 6 
Korean Adoptee Heritage Learners 
This chapter explores the narratives on Korean language learning experiences and the 
perspectives of two Korean adopted students, Cecilia and Bryce. As I have described in my 
previous chapters, I will again provide their narratives in a chronological order.  
This chapter starts with the stories of Cecelia, a Korean adoptee student raised by a 
middle class Caucasian family, by discussing her journey of constructing her cultural and 
linguistic heritage from her childhood to the present. Cecilia, showed enthusiasm in learning 
Korean language and culture and a strong attachment to her heritage. Her journey of learning 
Korean was filled with pride about her heritage and a strong self-esteem about being Korean 
American in the United States.    
Next, the narrative of Bryce, another Korean adoptee student also raised by a middle 
class white family, will describe how he began his identity search joining multiple community 
activities during his time in college. Unfortunately, Bryce stopped learning Korean after only 
one semester. However, he continued to be involved with Korean American communities and 
kept searching for his Korean identity. Both Cecilia and Bryce’s stories provide important cases 
to help us understanding these Korean adoptees’ search for their Korean heritage identities. 
Unlike the first group, studies of Korean American heritage learners are rare. Palmer (2010), 
Kim (2010, 2012), and Hübinette (1999, 2004, 2006) are the primary researchers doing research 
in this area.  
Both Cecilia and Bryce were adopted by U.S. middle class Caucasian families when 
they were young. Cecilia was four-month-old and Bryce was three-month-old at the time of 
their adoption. Cecilia is the youngest of the three children in her family, and her two older 
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brothers were also adopted from South Korea. However, Bryce was the only child in his family 
although he has stepbrothers and stepsisters from his parents’ previous marriages. Although 
Cecilia and Bryce were both adoptees from Korea and took the same basic level Korean class, 
Korean 105, they did not know each other. Bryce took Korean 105 one year earlier than Cecilia, 
and Cecilia was an undergraduate student whereas Bryce was a graduate program at the time of 
this Korean language study. According to Bryce, there was one student association for Korean 
adoptees who attended the university and he was involved with the group whereas Cecilia never 
became interested in joining.  
A Case of Cecilia: Blue Colored Eyes at Home and Brown Colored Eyes at School 
When I approached Mr. Lee, who was the instructor of Korean 105 class (hereafter: 
KOR 105), to find a participant for my research project, he recommended Cecilia, who was a 
Korean adoptee student in his class. This class was designed for beginning non-heritage learners 
of Korean. On my first day of observation in KOR 105, I could easily pick out Cecilia as the 
Korean adoptee student due to her appearance, which was strikingly Korean. Unlike other 
students in the class, Cecilia had the typical facial structure of a Korean. When I was seated 
beside her, I could smell the strong scent of perfume and I realized that she was wearing a light 
brown pair of colored contacts. 
During my class observations, Cecilia actively engaged in class discussions and always 
received good grades on quizzes and tests. I had no intention of asking about her grades, but 
Cecilia was not shy about sharing them. Another interesting point of my observation was how 
groups formed in the class among students. Cecilia always sat next to Naomi and Jeff and they 
helped one another during class time. Her Korean ability was far better than I anticipated. She 
had a very nice handwriting and her Korean pronunciation and dictation were great. Moreover, 
 166 
she seemed to have basic understanding of Korean culture and custom, which were apparent 
throughout my class observations.  
For example, on one of my observation days, Mr. Lee was trying to explain grammar 
and terms for honorifics in Korea, and students had difficulties with the concepts and usage as 
Korean has one of the most complex honorific system. Mr. Lee started to write down more 
examples on the board, and then he asked students give more examples. Everyone in the class 
hesitated and was looking at each other before Cecilia raised her hand and said, “저는 
Valentine’s day 에 엄마한테 초콜릿을 드려요. (I give chocolate to my mom in Valentine’s 
day),” demonstrating her advanced understanding of Korean honorific usage.  
In Korean, there are two different kinds of verb with the same meaning, ‘to give’, and 
those are 주다17 and 드리다18. If the object of the sentence is a person who is older than you, 
you need to use 드리다 but other than that, you can use 주다. Since honorific is a new concept 
to most Korean learners especially with Western cultural background, I have noticed a lot of 
students in the beginning level get confused when they learn honorific systems. In my previous 
teaching, I often asked my students, who were from both heritage and non-heritage backgrounds, 
what was the most difficult area to study and most of them identified the honorific system. 
However, Cecilia did not make a single mistake in making example sentences using honorifics. 
She demonstrated a lot of effort to keep speaking Korean to her classmates during the class, 
distinguishing her from her classmates who tended to prefer English. When I finally invited her 
to my research study, she was eager to share her experiences with me and welcomed the 
opportunity to be in my study.  
                                                
17 Juda- to give; this verb is used between same generation or younger  
18 Dulida- to give; this verb is only used to a person older than you to show respect 
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Cecilia was adopted from Korea to a middle class White American family as their third 
child in 1990. She was only four-month-old when she was delivered from her foster mother to 
her adopted parents at O’hare airport. On Cecilia’s birth record, it is stated that both of her birth 
parents were college students and gave her up because they were too young to get married and 
raise a baby. Cecilia’s adopted father worked at a flower shop as a horticulturist and was now 
retired. Cecilia’s mother worked at a local public school as a reading specialist and also had a 
part time job at a department store. We started our conversation with the story of her adoption.  
I believe my mom had already talked to her friends who had adopted kids from 
Korea and I know that the first one, my oldest brother, she asked for a random 
gender. So she was just like, “I just want a baby boy or a baby from Korea”, so 
she got a baby boy. She didn’t know if she wanted to adopt from China or Korea, 
but I think one of her friends had already adopted one from Korea, so she felt 
more comfortable of adopting a baby [from Korea]. And then after the first one, 
she felt the same and she got a boy again. She really just felt more comfortable 
after starting adopting one. And then she wanted to have a girl and I was like 
next on the list so I came over. I think it’s like a fate that I had to become my 
mom’s baby girl.  
When I came here, it was a big celebration, so my mom’s whole family came 
and they were all waiting while my mom went in [to get me]. It’s like a terminal 
and she met my foster mom, who came over with me and she handed me over 
and gave all of information and documents to finish all the social works and 
aspects if I came back. I met apparently all of my family and there’s a video and 
pictures of it happening. My older brothers were smiling and said, “Ah! A new 
baby!” It’s like coming out from the hospital when I came out of the airport. 
(Narrative meeting 1, February 18th)   
Cecilia felt like she was raised in a nurturing and supportive environment. When I asked 
her about her childhood memories, she told me interesting stories about two birthday traditions 
in her family and efforts that her adopted parents made for their children to connect to their 
Korean heritage. She said,  
I remember we have two kinds of birthdays in my family. One is our real birthday that 
we know from our birth certificate and then the other one is called, ‘Our-got-us day,’ 
which is like when my mom got us. So we celebrate the day when we came to the 
America. And on that day, my mom made Korean food. She has a Korean cooking book, 
which she purposefully bought it. We got really excited when there was Korean food, 
which is so strange, because I mean it was just like any homemade dinner, but my 
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brothers and I, we got really excited to see Korean food and we ate it really fast because 
it’s really good. My mom made 불고기[Bulgogi- grilled marinated beef with vegetables] 
a lot and she loves to do that. She started to lean how to make 잡채[Japchae - stir fried 
sweet potato noodle with vegetables], which is pretty hard to make and she loves that 
too. For my birthdays, she made Korean food cause she thinks it’s special and we need 
to be congratulating with Korean food. (Narrative meeting 1, February 18th) 
What I found to be a unique aspect of Cecilia’s story was that she has two older brothers 
who were also adopted from Korea. Her middle brother, Ian, lives at home and goes to a 
community college. Her older brother, James, graduated from a college and had moved to 
California. He works in graphic designs for several gaming companies and stores, and there he 
became friends with many Koreans. According to Cecilia, neither of her brothers showed any 
interest in learning Korean, except one time Ian looked at her Korean textbook and asked how 
to read the Korean alphabet. Although James did not want to learn Korean language, he started 
to follow Korean Pop music (hereafter: K-pop) after he moved to California. He often sent 
website links on K-pop bands and songs through Facebook, even though he still showed little 
interest in Korean culture overall. Unlike her two older brothers, Cecilia always showed an 
interest in her Korean heritage, and both of her parents were very supportive of her desire to 
learn about Korea, even going so far as learning Korean themselves.  
Well, my parents, they know very basic, very limited Korean such as hello, and thank 
you and that kind of stuff. And, my dad, he likes to hear me when I speak Korean. Both 
of my parents love to hear it so they asked me to speak all the time. On the car rides 
home from university or at home when I visit, my dad asks me to say anything in 
Korean and then I try to make any sentence for him. And he’s like, “Oh, what does that 
mean?” I answer him and it’s fun. He even bought me two Korean English dictionaries 
before I came to college. The first one is English Korean dictionary and the other one is 
the dictionary of verbs, because there are many verbs like more than 500 Korean verbs 
with English translation and I often use that when I study Korean. (Narrative meeting 1, 
February 18th) 
For Cecilia, being a Korean adoptee played a large role in shaping her identity. Her 
adopted parents wholeheartedly encouraged her to explore her heritage by giving her the 
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opportunity to attend a heritage culture camp for Korean adoptees every summer and buying 
numerous literacy materials in Korean. Language and literacy studies have shown that the more 
literacy materials that a child has in his/her home setting, the better linguistic ability the child 
can develop (Baker, 1999; Heath, 1983; Li, 2002, 2009). Since literacy is a socially situated 
activity (Health, 1983; Moll, 1994), I would say Cecilia was fortunate to have such a well-
supported language-learning environment.   
My mom, I remember she found a lot of books before having us adopted.  
She one day bought Korean folktales. It was in Korean and it was a story about a rabbit 
and a tiger, I remember. And when we were in Korean camp, there was a storyteller, 
who always read books and those were the books we liked. When my mother saw it, she 
was like, “Oh, we should buy those.” and she would go and buy it for us. Those were 
always at home on shelves. We had many picture books and we liked to read them. And 
then, we all knew about Cinderella. Like, there was a story about a Korean Cinderella, 
so my mom bought it and gave it to me. She also bought some books about being 
adopted. And the one was a big picture book, and there’s another one, I wish you a 
beautiful life. It’s like letters from real birth parents to their children they didn’t get to 
meet. I still have it and it’s one of my favorite books. (Narrative meeting 1, February 
18th)  
Having literacy materials about heritage culture and adoption at Cecilia’s home setting 
was evidence that her adopted parents’ supported and cared about their children’s ethnic 
heritage. Cecilia also mentioned her “mother’s club.” Her mother joined this club when the 
children were adopted. Cecilia said she went to the club meeting with her mother when she was 
young and enjoyed having fun with other Korean adoptees.  
It seemed like Cecilia had a pleasant childhood with parents who gave unconditional 
love and support and two older brothers who looked similar and had the same ethnic 
background. Like many other adoptive parents trying to foster ethnic pride in their children’s 
heritage culture and language (Simon & Alstein, 1991), Cecilia’s mother tried to do this. 
However, as it is quite common, Cecilia and her older brothers slowly recognized that they were 
different than their parents and these differences raised issues of attachment with the parents. 
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When they became teenagers, they all ended up going through a period of feeling confused 
about their circumstances and their origins, more specifically their identity.  
My brothers and I all went through adoption therapy at one point. I remember my mom 
really wanted us to go. Because we all had a point when we got really confused, like, 
who we were and why we came here and stuff like that. But I came to accept it later that 
it’s just another part of my life. Well, it’s a big part of my life. And being Korean is 
something actually I am proud of because I get to be really unique. Not many people 
have an experience like that because I have my American parents, yeah, they 
Americanized me, but I am still Korean on the inside and outside really. Like, I am not 
really white outside. (Narrative meeting 1, February 18th) 
According to Cecilia, she tended to shy away from what made her different as she 
sought acceptance. Since her neighborhood was largely homogenously white, getting teased and 
even bullied by other students were commonplace in her childhood. She remembered that she 
only had two Korean friends in her hometown since there were not many Koreans in her 
neighborhood and one of them was a Korean adoptee. Cecilia knew him because her mom and 
his were in the same mothers Korean club. Other than those two friends, all of her friends were 
white all the way through high school. Growing up as one of the very few Asian Americans in 
the community, “The Asian children” label always followed her and her older brothers around.  
I got teased a lot in elementary schools. Because little kids, they don’t know, so they 
were like, “Why do you look different?” You know, kids are mean sometimes. I 
remember a girl asked me like “Oh, why your eyes are so squinty?” and there’s another 
one who asked, “Are you from Mars?” and I was like, “Nope!” So those are the things 
that I remember and I don’t know why these people don’t understand that I am no 
different from them. I am speaking the same language, I am learning the same things, 
then why do you think I am different from you?  
A lot of people use the term like “Twinkie.” You are yellow on the outside and white on 
the inside. That’s not my fault. I know “Twinkie” is used for bunches of Asian people 
and every time I hear that I feel sad. I didn’t choose to be this way but I still like who I 
am no matter what, because, yes, I was born Korean, but I am American. (Narrative 
meeting 2, May 5th)   
Cecilia said it was her choice to come to her present university because she thought she 
could take many classes and possibly major in Korean language studies. After spending every 
summer at Korean heritage camp, she started to be curious about her ethnic and cultural identity, 
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and that wish led her to the university and her Korean class. However, she said she faced more 
complexities and felt invisible racial tensions among the Korean/Korean American students. 
She said she sometimes wondered where she fit and how she could identify herself as a Korean 
adoptee student on campus. When I asked Cecilia to talk about groups with whom she was 
comfortable, she replied,  
I think I fit in mostly with White people. I do have Latino and Mexican friends, but they 
are probably the least diverse group of my friends. But because I was raised in a white 
household and white community, I think I just feel easier to be with white people. I did 
have friends who are Black and Latino, but they also have their own groups. And their 
ethnic groups are very strong compared to ours, compared to mine, I would say. Because 
I am open to a lot of different people, but I think I am mostly resonate with White 
people. [laugh] And then it will probably be Asians, in general. I can talk to Asians well; 
we are all similar to each other. For the most part, a lot of my Asian friends, they can be 
more white, but then when I hear them on the phone with their parents, I am like, “Oh, 
that’s how you’re very Asian. Your parents are all Asian.”  
So a lot of my friends, they seem to be whiter than me when we are all together because 
we use English to talk to each other and I think that’s a big factor. We all use English 
because that is a common language to us. But once they are on the phone, they all speak 
their languages, like Mandarin, Cantonese, like Tagalog. [laugh] It’s like there are so 
many different languages to be spoken. But mine is a constant language, English and it’s 
fun. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)  
It was interesting that Cecilia said she thought she fit in more with white people 
although she did not deny her Korean heritage. With the term, “Korean American,” Cecilia felt 
strongly that Korean American described her identity well because she was born in as a Korean 
in Korea but was raised in an American household; she was a real Korean American. After 
deciding to major in anthropology, she became strongly interested in researching adoptees and 
her wish was to become an advocate for adoptees.  
People need to be open to diversity and even Koreans. Yeah, they should. Like the 
international students who come here they need to open to diversity in whole new ways 
because they are used to seeing all Korean people. If they live with other ethnic groups, 
then they should open up to so much more than just culture, like new people and it’s so 
much different than what they are used to.  
And I think stepping out your comfort zone is like a huge achievement in your life, 
because a lot of times the people who live with people that they already know, it’s kind 
of keeping you from growing into a person. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)  
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As society is becoming more diverse, multiculturalism and multicultural education has 
become a familiar term. When Cecilia was in school, multiculturalism was mostly learning 
about the “exotic” cultures in the world, rather than promoting an understanding of others. 
Although she realized that she was different than the others in her community, Cecilia did not 
think deeply or wonder about her identities. She spoke proper English, wore nice clothes, and 
studied hard for admission to college that would establish a middle class lifestyle for her. 
According to Cecilia, there were times that people back in her hometown still challenged her 
membership in the community with questions such as “Where are you really from?” or “How 
did you learn to speak such good English?” and so on.  
Even from a very young age, you are taught to be very close-minded to new cultures. 
When I was younger, I didn’t think a lot about it but a lot of people asked me like, “Why 
is your face so flat?” and I am like, “Well [laugh] my nose is different than yours.” But 
I’ve never really thought about it but people just grow up so used to being surrounded by 
their own kind of people and especially where I came from. They were very close-
minded when it came to other cultures. And it took years for people to get over it. Even 
in eighth grade, I was still bullied by people about being Korean or Asian, in general. 
And that was really hard for me but as I went through high school, people started to 
really be caring. However, I was still known as ‘that Asian girl’ a lot of times. A lot of 
people knew who I was because of my race. They knew that I was one of the only one, 
like one of the only Korean in my grade. (Narrative meeting 1, February 18th)  
Labeling was an important way of distinguishing herself from others due to her Korean 
physical traits that contrasted with most of her White friends in her neighborhood. Because 
some of the adoptees feared being labeled as members of the Korean American community by 
their White peers, they saw their heritage as a hindrance, an impediment to their complete 
acceptance and assimilation into their White communities (Shiao & Tuan, 2008). According to 
Cecilia, she experienced an “identity denial” (Cheryan & Monin, 2005) period until high school 
or at least she pretended not to show any interest in her Korean identity. However, inside she 
wanted to know more about her heritage language and culture and that is why she finally 
decided to major in Korean when she go to college.   
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What happened to Cecilia’s brothers was an even more extreme case of assimilation to 
White community because they denied their heritage and considered it as hindrance to their 
successful life in White communities. Although no one in Cecilia’s family or her community 
either forced or recommended that they accept and assimilate into White cultural heritage, 
Cecilia’s brothers dealt with their Korean heritage in their own ways and assimilated well into 
the majority culture around them. According to Palmer (2010), denying one’s Korean 
transracial identities may result in disempowerment and “eventually led adoptees to connect 
almost exclusively with their White cultural identity” (p. 42).  
A community is an important place where one can feel a sense of attachment and 
enhance one’s self-esteem through that bond (Wenger, 1998). Cecilia was raised in a 
predominantly white community, and being one of the few Asians made her feel isolated and 
sometimes even to deny her Korean heritage. She knew that being Korean made her different 
from her peers, especially in terms of physical features, so she did everything to look like the 
other kids. She said, one time she thought about getting plastic surgery but soon after she 
changed her mind.  
There was an article online that “Are all Koreans getting plastic surgery nowadays?” 
Here in America, it’s like you wanna be tanned because tan makes you more attractive. 
But then I always hear in Korea, it’s like, no, you wanna look like more milky skin, like 
more pail. I thought that was really funny, [laugh] and I wondered why do people want 
to look more white. I think that’s funny.  
Well, I know that my mom, she will never let me to get a plastic surgery not that I 
actually really wanted but because partially, it’s because of me being adopted, too. This 
is what my face looks like that my parents gave me and I can’t just mess it up because 
then the only thing I’ve left with that resembles them so I don’t want to mess that up. 
Sometimes, I dyed my hair and wore colored lens for fashion but it’ll go back. It can go 
back. It’s reversible. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)     
Cecilia also mentioned an interesting episode about her colored lens and how she ended 
up having different preferences between the two lens colors--the light brown ones and blue ones. 
As I mentioned in the introduction, when I first went into her classroom looking for participants, 
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the first thing I noticed was her colored contact lens. Every time I saw her, she wore the lens 
and I started to wonder the reason for her choice with this colored lens. I had a feeling that 
colored lens meant more than just fashion to Cecilia.  
I know that my mom really got mad because I do have two colored contacts. I have one 
that’s like more blue and the other is brown. My mom thought that was really weird so 
she said, “Why do you want brown contacts when your eyes are already brown!” and I 
was like, “Cause they’re too dark!” Funny, huh? [laugh] My mom also said, “Are you 
going to wear that when you meet your mom? What’s she going to say!” and I was just 
like, “No. I’ll probably take them off. I will look more natural when I see my mom.”  
For some reason when I was at home, I don’t like really black eyes, because my high 
school, no one used to see me as Korean. But here on campus, I like to be shown as 
Korean, but I think having colored contacts [lighter brown lenses] makes me at least still 
someone different than all of them. There are tons of Koreans and Asians, and I like to 
be memorable in some way. I don’t want to be just another Korean. I want to be me. 
When people see me, the first thing they’ll notice is, “Are your eyes real?” And I am 
like, “No,” but at least they remember me after that. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)   
According to Tse (2010), “The desire to be accepted into the dominant group affected 
the way in which the person judge him or herself and other members of the ethnic group (p. 
193).” According to Cecilia, the first two pairs of lenses she had while in high school were 
colored hazel and blue, which resembles her father’s hazel eyes and her mother’s greenish blue 
eyes. She confessed that she wanted to be more like a white girl back in high school. She said it 
was “dramatic” in that she thought it was only a pair if contact lens, but she felt more like an 
insider of the group when she wore her blue-colored contacts. However, on campus, it was a 
different story. Discovering one’s ethnic identity may be not always a positive experience 
(Hoffman & Pena, 2013), but Cecilia was more open to accept herself as Korean to the outsiders 
after she came to the university. Cecilia said, “I wanted to be more natural so I got brown ones. 
Because I feel like I can be Korean here, but I still want to stand out a little bit because I don’t 
wanna be just another Korean person here. I want to make my marks somehow.” (Narrative 
meeting 2, May 5th)  In sum, she wore her brown contacts on campus and yet they were light 
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brown so that she would still show a bit of individuality, even as she attempted to connect with 
her Korean identity. 
Generally, women are more sensitive to their physical appearance than men. Kim (1981) 
did a qualitative study with interviewing 10 third-generation Japanese American female 
university students and reported that the students felt inferior compared to the White group in 
terms of physical appearance. They thought their appearance did not fit into the generally 
accepted criteria for beauty. In Kanna (2011)’s study, one participant, Alicia, with Mixed-
Heritage of Jewish and Black, constantly wore a ‘Jewish star’ as a symbol of showing her 
whiteness so that others in the group would accept her mixed heritage and it helped to 
“highlight the commonalities between herself and her white peers so that she is not ‘completely 
foreign’ to them (p. 1058).” Waters (1990) argued that symbolic ethnicity serves two functions 
to connect people with others and/or to stand out. Like what Alicia did with her necklace, 
Cecilia wore colored contacts as a symbol to show her ethnicity and also to ‘negotiate the ethnic 
inequalities’ in her two groups--White group and Korean group.  
However, ‘feeling of foreignness’ did not go away no matter how hard she tried. Even 
after coming to college, she felt like there were still two worlds that existed for her--one Asian 
and the other White. She remembered one time she told her mother that she now had many 
Korean/Asian friends since she came to college, her mother responded to her, “You’re too 
White to be with Asian people.” Despite her mother’s worry, Cecilia ended up being friends 
with Koreans/Asians and she was actively engaged in multiple events with minority student 
organizations. Cecilia told me that since she was very used to talking with White people, she 
was surprised to become friends with Asians 
So now I hang out with Asians here, and sometimes I go home, it’s so different to me. 
Because here, I can practice my Korean with Korean American friends or we can joke 
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about being Asians together and stuff like that. But when I go home, no one wants to be 
Asians, and I am just another friend. I think they see me as more a white person. I joke a 
lot about being Asians with my brothers. I think my brothers and I aren’t really that 
close. And a lot of times, being adopted is like, unspoken [among the siblings]. We 
didn’t really talk about it because we knew what we were. And I think that we just 
wanted to try to be as normal siblings as possible, so we just tried to avoid the topic and 
just act like normal siblings even though we knew we weren’t really related to each 
other, which is interesting in its own way.  
When I see my friends with their siblings, I was always “Oh, you guys are blood-related. 
I can tell. You look really similar.” And then everyone laughs and says, “Well, you look 
similar to your brothers, too!” “Well, that’s because we’re Koreans. I mean, yeah, we 
look similar but still you can tell we are not actually related.” (Narrative meeting 1, 
February 18th)  
Cecilia continued her story of getting involved with other Korean Americans on campus. 
She first felt she was not in a minority group anymore because she was surrounded with Korean 
Americans and other Asians. However, shortly after, she realized that neither identity fit her. 
She had always been curious in her identity and Korean heritage, but after realizing how others 
identified her, she became confused and spent time struggling with her identity.  
My older sister figure, Mimi Kim, she told me about the Korean American Student Club 
(KASC) one time because she is a Korean American. She asked me to be involved in the 
club but I told her that I was really scared because I always get nervous that Korean 
people don’t think I am one of them. I mean, they [Koreans] still call me “the White 
Korean.” I’ve never thought like that. Well, I am Korean. I might not be on the inside, 
but I am still a Korean person. So I am always afraid of the Korean people in KASC. 
And I know there’s Church for Asian Americans (CAA), a big church, a really big 
Korean American church group that they won’t like me as much because I don’t speak 
the language and I am not like fully aware of the culture and stuff. So I am always 
nervous going to those kinds of things. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)  
When a researcher does interviews, there may be a certain question that you do not feel 
comfortable asking your participant. For me, I was uncomfortable asking her about her birth 
parents because I did not hurt her feelings. However, Cecilia was not afraid to share this 
information.  
We have a record of my birthparents. We have their names. In a way, I am lucky, yeah. 
So both my brothers and I, we all have documents showing the names of our 
birthparents, and their blood types, and physical things. And there’s like one paragraph 
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that describes my mom. That’s really the only clues that I have of them. (Narrative 
meeting 1, February 18th) 
When I asked if she has plans to start her birth family search, she showed great interest. 
However, she was also concerned. Even if she could find her birth family, she said she was 
worried about hurting her adopted parents. She was concerned about their reaction. What if her 
birth family did not welcome her or refused to see her? She said she was afraid of unexpected 
results but for now, she was eager to start the birth family search after graduation. At the same 
time Cecelia worried about her adopted mother because she was afraid of hurting her feelings. 
She made it clear that even though she wanted to find her birth family that did not mean that she 
would leave or neglect her adopted family.  
I know my adopted mom here is like, “I am sorry you don’t look like us. I wish we 
could have that same connection, but you know, I’ll always love you the same way she 
does or more.” And I answer, “Of course, I know that.” I know she loves me 
unconditionally. Well, my mom here is my mom. She will always be my mother. It’s 
just that I feel like she’s a part of me. My birth mom is really a part of me and who I 
want to find. It’s just like the Korean is a part of me that I could never get away from it. 
(Narrative meeting 1, February 18th)  
Cecilia showed strong affection toward both her adopted mother and birth mother and 
felt a strong affiliation to Korean culture and language, i.e., she perceived her Korean identity as 
an inseparable and positive part of her.  
Cecilia had a very close relationship with her mother, unlike her older brothers.  From 
her stories, I surmised that her mother was a strong, patient, supportive figure throughout her 
life. Cecilia said she was rebellious about everything during her middle school years. However, 
her mother always supported her with patience.  
According to Cecilia, Cecilia’s adopted parents decided to adopt children due to her 
mother’s infertility problem. From my interview with her mother, I realized that transracial 
adoption was a well-known concept to her, yet the potential of interacting with her daughter’s 
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birth family and learning Korean protocol and culture was new territory. Cecilia’s mother told 
me that she was advised to follow a colorblind and adoption-blind philosophy so that all 
children at home would feel loved and accepted, which is what she tried to do with her three 
adopted Korean children. On top of giving unconditional love to her children, she said she made 
effort to connect Cecilia with Korean communities so she sent Cecilia and her brothers to Korea 
heritage camp every summer.  
Many adoptees believe that it is important to have a dialogue about their ethnic identities 
with their adopted parents (Palmer, 2010), and both Cecilia’s mother and Cecilia felt the same 
way. According to Cecilia, spending time at the annual summer Korean heritage camp fostered 
a connection to Korean culture and language and gave her have pride in her Korean heritage. 
She appreciated the opportunity to interact with other Korean adoptees and enjoyed the camp. 
However, learning Korean language and experiencing Korean culture just for the summer time 
was not enough to really think about her transracial adoptee identities. Randolph and Holtzman 
(2010) did an interview study on the role of heritage camps in identity development among 
Korean transnational adoptees and suggested that adopted parents found the camps a valuable 
experience that positively influenced their children’s self-perception and family structure.  
 During our second narrative meeting, Cecilia and I exchanged stories mainly about 
HLL and her college life experience. Cecilia was placed in a class with basic level Korean in the 
non-heritage track. I asked her why she made the decision to be in non-heritage track and how 
she felt about her choice after taking the class. She said it was her choice to be in the non-
heritage track. She thought that although she had had the experiences from Summer Korean 
heritage camp, she did not feel like she had enough experience compared to typical Korean 
Americans.   
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Coming into Korean 105, when we started to read textbooks, I was really scared. I was 
like, “Oh, no. I only know a little bit.” But, thanks god, most people in my Korean class 
never had learned Korean before in their entire life. I was actually really glad that 
Korean camp gave me some insights on Korean because that really helped me to pick up 
things faster. 
A lot of my friends, though in Korean class with me said, “Oh, you can do it a lot faster 
because that’s in your blood.” I am like, “Yes, I am Korean, but I study just as hard as 
you guys.” Or sometimes I am like, “Stop giving me credit just because of my heritage. I 
am studying the same amount as you guys. If you do not study more, you cannot do well 
in this class anyway.” I want people to understand that it’s not just my blood that gives 
me my advantage. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)  
Cecilia found it interesting how quickly she progressed in the class and how enjoyable it 
was. Cecilia was a strong student in her KOR 105 class, and received perfect scores for the tests 
and quizzes, and she ended up receiving A+ for her final grade. Her handwriting was so neat 
that her penmanship would look a native Korean’s.  
There is a study done with Korean adoptees and their speech perception compared to the 
classmates of novice learners of Korean. According to Oh, Au and Jun (2010), studying 12 
adoptee participants, 11 out of 12 who were adopted before they turned one year, were tested 
with their Korean phoneme perception after taking 2 weeks of Korean language class. All 
Korean adoptee participants outperformed other non-adoptee novice learners in terms of 
phoneme awareness. Oh, Au and Jun concluded that adoptees were able to access their 
childhood language memory before Korean relearning occurred, and this early exposure to 
Korean must have affected the adoptees positively.  
Cecilia seemed to enjoy learning Korean and she said although it was getting difficult, 
she loved the structure of the class and the numerous opportunities to practice Korean with her 
peers. Since it was hard for her to take as many Korean courses as she wanted with her previous 
major, she changed to anthropology so that she could still take Korean courses.  
Many researchers have argued that language and culture are deeply intertwined (Moll, 
1994; Norton, 1990; Rampton, 1995), especially when it comes to language studies. In addition, 
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as the world gets more globalized with multiple technologies, scholars have examined the 
relation between literacy and the usages of multimedia (Lam, 2009; Yi, 2009) and pop culture 
(Dyson, 1997, 2003). I asked Cecilia if she came in contact with Korean pop-culture such as TV 
drama, movies, entertainment shows and Korean pop songs 
I love K dramas. I started watching those when I was probably sophomore in high 
school. At the same time, my brothers showed me Japanese ones and they enjoyed 
watching Japanese one over Koreans. But I don`t know why but I did not like the 
Japanese ones. I mean I thought they are weird. I like our culture better than them. 
Anyway I started looking at more Korean dramas and my oldest brother introduced me 
Japanese pop, which I thought it was weird but then he showed me K-pop and I started 
listening to it. And I started looking up who the artist was, and singers in the movies and 
dramas so I started to watching those. And that’s how I have got hooked on that for 
about two years. [laugh] It was two years of watching K dramas and it was really fun. 
(Narrative meeting 1, February 18th)   
Cecilia’s class had a special “Korean only” policy and thus all students had to use 
Korean no matter what. The university had an immersion policy in their foreign language 
departments with the belief that learning a foreign and second language through immersion is a 
better pedagogical approach than the traditional language learning approaches. I asked about 
Cecilia whether she used Korean other than the classroom settings.  
I sometimes use Korean when I hang out with my Korean American friends.  
Like if I just can say one word that I could remember from the class or try to say a 
sentence that makes sense to them then I will try it especially with my older sisters. I 
really like try to speak to Mimi 언니[Unni] in Korean because of course, she helps me 
and she’s very open to me. If I make mistakes, she will just laugh and she speaks to me 
in Korean a lot so that I can get some more from her. Most of the time I can understand 
fairly well, and it’s just the speaking back, so I just answer her in English. And she’s like, 
“I don’t know why you don’t use me more. You should use me more. I’ll help you.” But 
I am always nervous too. I don’t want her to look me as dumb. [laugh]  I call her 언니 
[Unni] . . . . (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)   
 Besides practicing Korean with her Korean American friends in her daily life, Cecilia 
told me that she did code switching especially when she was with Mimi or Emma. Mimi 
encouraged her to use more Korean and if she made mistakes, Mimi tried to correct them 
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without making Cecilia discouraged. Indeed, according to Cecilia, she wanted to practice 
Korean more often, so she asked Mimi using one magic word, “Unni.” Then, their conversation 
suddenly changed to all Korean. Cecilia could not understand everything Mimi told her, but she 
enjoyed this time a lot.  
So, in my cell, her name is stored as 언니[Unni]. I definitely code switch when I am on 
the phone and like texting too because I have Korean on my phone, so I practice on her 
sometimes and she’s like,  “Oh, you`re so good! You’re getting better.” Because it just 
not as fast when I speak in Korean, so eventually I switch to English. But we do code-
switch a lot. She lives very close to my dorm so I often go to her apartment and she 
gives me a lot of Korean food. She’s always like, “다 먹어, like, eat it all.”  
She loves to make Korean food for me and that’s when we speak Korean most of the 
time. She’s like,  “이거 뭐야? 이거 알아? [What’s this? Do you know what this is?] 
This is 김밥 [Kimbap- Korean sushi roll].” And then she explains to me the recipe and 
it’s fun. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th) 
According to Cecilia, Mimi was a second generation Korean American from Chicago 
suburb. It seemed like frequent hanging out with other Korean/Korean Americans in her daily 
life increased her interest in learning Korean and to gain some ownership of Korean language 
and culture. Cecilia also had two Korean conversation partners but they did not have regular 
meetings. She did not think she received much help from these conversation partners. Cecilia 
said it was her close friend, Mimi Unni, with whom she felt most confortable talking in Korean 
even if she was afraid of making mistakes.  
When I asked if she experienced any changes on her desire to learn about her Korean 
heritage, she answered;   
It’s probably at the same level because when I first started, I had a really big 
determination to get it because I do want to go back [to Korea] and that’s probably my 
biggest motivation. I just want to go back and be able to speak really well. I think it’s 
different to understand the language and not have a translator because that’s a big deal to 
me. I assume it’s a different feeling when you speak Korean and when you have a 
translator.  
There’s one point in this year that I was studying, and then I felt like, “This is so much 
to know! I don’t know if I am able to do all. I really want to but I don’t know if I can.” 
But I think my desire to learn [Korean] is still the same because I still want to go back. 
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And that’s like the biggest goal I have. And since that is my main goal in the future, I 
know I will keep constantly learning Korean. There s no way I can stop it. I actually 
enjoy studying it. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)  
The last day of our narrative meetings happened to be on ‘Children’s day’ in Korea. We 
started our conversation talking about the origin of ‘Children’s day’ in Korea. I explained the 
typical events that occurred on children’s day in Korea, and Cecilia was surprised and thought it 
was very interesting. I also told her that ‘Parents’ day’ in Korea would come in three days, so 
we shared some ideas about cultural differences in celebrating family days in Korea and 
America.   
I wondered about the meaning of her Korean name so I asked her if she knew the 
meaning or at least the Chinese characters for her name so that I could guess at the meaning. 
However, she said she did not know either but smiled and wrote, 윤재선[Yoon, Jaesun] in 
Korean on my notepad.   
When it comes to my name, I can’t imagine ever being called that like my real name. It 
doesn’t feel like my name, you know. I can’t think of someone calling me with that 
name. I think my 오빠 [Oppa], David Cha, he tried to call me that one time and I didn’t 
respond [laugh] because I didn’t recognize it, and I was like, “Oh, you’re saying my 
name.” And he was like, “Yeah!” and then he started to call me Cecilia. But I couldn’t 
believe that I didn’t feel it, it didn’t like resonating with me. . . . But I want to go back 
and really want to have my Korean name. I think I want to go by my Korean name just 
because that makes me feel more native [laugh] and more like I can be part of their 
community instead of having an American name. (Narrative meeting 1, February 18th)  
Cecilia showed some struggles in accepting her Korean name. Naming is an important 
identity marker (Thompson, 2006), but it may be difficult for people who have two names and 
two cultures and did not choose this dual identity. When I asked Cecilia her final goals, she 
explained,  
One of my brother’s friend, who took maybe two years of Korean, went back to Korea 
right after [graduation] and he’ teaching English there. And he speaks Korean really 
fluently now [laugh] because being immersed into a culture, you have to speak and it’s 
like you have to listen to something that you are exposed to all the time. So I think in the 
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next year I really want to immerse myself in Korean because it is one of my biggest 
goals, become as fluent as possible, laugh] which I know it’s very hard to do. 
I actually really do enjoy anthropology because it’s studying people and that’s actually 
something that I really want to do a study on adoptee kids to see like how they feel and 
like see where they think they belong, and which community they think they belong to 
and that’s a lot of areas that anthropology can do, if you can do research on that field.  
But then my mom also wants me to become an adoption advocate, too. She really wants 
me to be involved in some kinds of work in adoption. (Narrative meeting 1, February 
18th)  
Cecilia agreed with her adopted mother’s hope to be inspiring and empowering for the 
ethnic and linguistic identities of younger Korean adoptees. Palmer (2010) mentioned the 
importance of creating an outlet to discuss issues of race because it will eventually help younger 
adoptees to recognize their racial, transracial adoptee, and White cultural identities during 
adolescence. However, he also stressed that the approach of opening a dialogue on transracial 
adoption and identity searches for younger adoptees needs to be initiated in a cautious way 
without any force or pressure. Cecilia’s hope to become a person who builds bridges for 
adoptees enabled her to develop positive self-esteem and more empowered identities.  
Finding a comfort zone and attachment to a community can be difficult for anyone but it 
is probably more challenging for Korean adoptees who have been transracially adopted 
(Pearson, 2010; Trenka, 2003). It seemed that throughout the KOR 105 class and experiencing a 
widening Korean community, Cecilia realized that there was no reason for her to deny or reject 
who she was. Luckily, she had good resources around her, i.e., having a good sister figure, a 
student organization, and so on, so that she could ultimately maximize her HLL both within and 
outside the Korean class. While she had struggles with her identity, it was evident in the data 
that she maintained a positive attitude and strong self-esteem about being Korean American and 
came to welcome the uniqueness of growing up as a Korean adoptee. During our narrative 
meetings, she told me many times how much she took pride in identifying as a Korean and an 
American.  
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Cecilia thought of herself as “Korean American,” more than the other ethnic Korean 
Americans in this study. She insisted that she was really a Korean American because she was a 
product of both Korea and America. Since her life and experiences shaped her in many ways, 
these two societies were forever interconnected. She wanted her own identity discovery process 
to be used to empower other adoptees. 
A Case of Bryce: A Short Experiment to Learn His Heritage Language 
Bryce was recommended to me by Jiu--one of the participants in the Korean American 
heritage group--when I had an interview with her. While talking about my study, I told her how 
hard it is to recruit Korean American adoptee students who fit my criteria. She recommended 
Bryce to me immediately because they were close friend through a local Korean American 
church. Bryce was the only participant who was invited to my study through snowball sampling 
and he had already finished taking Korean years ago. For these reasons, I could not collect 
information from his classroom learning. However, I was able to get in touch with his former 
Korean instructor, Ms. Han, who happened to be a friend of my friend. This contact helped to 
confirm some of his stories on HLL in the classroom settings and increased the credibility of my 
data.   
I met Bryce at a local café on a chilly October day. I arrived the coffee shop 10 minutes 
early and had a cozy, warm spot waiting for him. At 7:15 sharp, a young Asian-looking guy 
came into the coffee shop but I did not think it was Bryce. He did not have typical Korean 
features so I assumed he was just a customer. However, after 10 minutes when nobody came to 
the coffee shop, I started to wonder if this guy is Bryce. I approached him and asked, and he 
smiled. Then, I remembered Jiu’s remark on his appearance. He definitely had a physical look 
that was foreign for a Korean. Jiu told me when she recommended Bryce to me, “You know 
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what? I honestly don’t think Bryce looks like us. I do not mean he looks totally different than a 
normal Korean, but he does have something that’s hard to describe, but it just gives me a subtle 
feeling. You’ll know what I mean. Just meet him and you’ll know.”  
He and I sat together and he started to fill out background survey and consent form. 
Bryce carefully read the consent letter and checked yes to all boxes and signed the form. Then 
he started to fill out the background survey, and while he did that, he asked me about the name 
section.  
See, I don’t know if I need to put here my Korean name, because my Korean name is not 
real. I had a foster mom before I was adopted to America. She gave me a name but it’s 
not like my real name. You know what I mean, she just gave me her family name. 
(Narrative meeting 1, October 15th) 
Bryce was born in Seoul, South Korea and was adopted to the United States, when he 
was only three months old. His adopted mother was Irish and Swedish descent and was in her 
late thirties; his adopted father was German descent and was also in his late thirties. It was a 
second marriage for both of his parents, and they got divorced when Bryce was in 8th grade. 
Since then he has lived with his mother and now his mother and siblings reside in California.  
When I was three month old, I was born in March and came to the U.S in June. We 
moved a lot when I was young. From Oregon, Maryland to Connecticut and then to 
Illinois. So I moved a lot as a young kid but from the second grade till now I lived in 
Chicagoland basically. My community was very suburban. My high school was pretty 
big but I could count on my two hands the numbers of Koreans graduating in my class. 
And they were all pretty much “Whitewashed,” too, like very Americanized.  So I did 
not have any desire of studying about the culture and language of Korea until I came 
here. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th) 
According to Bryce, he had a relatively smooth childhood except in kindergarten. His 
family lived in East coast at that time and since he was bullied severely, the family ended up 
homeschooling him. When asked about any memory of this time, Bryce told me “I cannot really 
remember anything further.” Growing up he lived mostly in White communities. Bryce was one 
of only a few of Asian descent, and most of the time he was the only person in his class born in 
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an Asian country. In high school, he started to somewhat accept his cultural differences, but he 
still made a concerted effort to be as American as he could. Moreover, his adopted parents did 
not make any effort to teach or expose him to his Korean heritage. Bryce told me that he felt 
fine about this although he sometimes wondered about it. He said, 
Looking back, one thing that I could have been done differently is if I had gone to 
Korean school when I was a kid. I am sure my parents didn’t know there was one that 
existed because they don’t know much about Korean culture and stuff like that. Some of 
my friends grew up going to Korean school, nobody liked to go there. I’m sure I would 
have hated it as a kid, but I think that would have been helpful to me because again 
that’s the only way I could have been exposed to Korean language and culture as a child, 
so that would have been good. That would have been one thing that I would have been 
enjoyed. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th) 
He continued his story on his childhood story and our topic moved on to his adoption 
story. When asked when was the first time he realized he was adopted, he said, 
Obviously, I figured out by myself. Nobody told me. [laugh] I don’t remember a specific 
time that I was like, “Oh, I am different.” You know what I mean? It must have been 
when I was pretty young because I don’t remember. Must have been, I think, I am 
guessing, really, really early. I don’t think it had any affect either way.  It wasn’t really 
negative and wasn’t really positive, I mean I really don’t see as how people would need 
to understand when you found out that you were adopted, but it wasn’t a negative 
response. I don’t remember any specific incident.  
I think it would have been harder if I had a sibling close to my age . . . . But I think 
because my parents are older and because it was just my parents and me, I think that it’s 
easier to adapt and to understand it. There’s not anything wrong with being different, I 
guess. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th)  
Like Cecilia, Bryce accepted the information of his birthparents as what appeared on his 
birth record. According to Bryce, his birthparents were high school teenagers who gave birth to 
him when they were eighteen. Like in many other countries, it would have been extremely hard 
for high school teenagers to raise a baby and sustain their schooling. Besides they were too 
young to raise a baby. Bryce thought it must have been hard for them to go on with other 
people’s negative opinion about teenagers raising a baby since the social atmosphere in Korea 
was still very conservative about teenage pregnancies. However, unlike Cecilia, Bryce was not 
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interested in finding his birth parents. Also, he thought that the birth record might have the 
wrong information because his birthparents were so young. He thought there was a very slim 
chance for him to locate his birth parents.  
It’s a lot easier for them to find me than me to find them. If they wanted to, I wouldn’t 
say no but I don’t think I am going to pursue it. I am at peace with not knowing. I don’t 
think it really adds to me just because I don’t think it really does any good. . . . They [the 
birth parents] are making that decision and it’s their sacrifice for the child to be able to 
have better life. It’s case-by-case, but I think anyone’s gonna make a decision as a parent 
to say, “Oh, I don’t really want a baby. Can someone else take it for me for no reason?”  
So, I think adoption is a good thing and because the progress is pretty rigorous, they [the 
children] usually ended up having good families, the families that cared for them and 
provided affection to them. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th) 
According to Palmer (2010), some of adoptees who are at the stage of locating their 
birth family seem to have minimal expectations and this attitude allows them to keep their 
hopes of finding birth family alive. However, even if some of them were able to find their birth 
family, this search and reunion may “disempowered the adoptees’ identities because it creates a 
greater uncertainty regarding their histories” (p. 92). It also may be that Bryce did not show 
much interest in a birth family search because he did not receive much support from his adopted 
parents. He had few opportunities to learn anything about his heritage. He also mentioned that 
he did not mention adoption with his family in order to protect their feelings. He was worried 
that his questions about adoption would challenge his parents’ affection and support for him.   
It was only after when Bryce entered college and met many Koreans, more generally 
Asians, he began questioning his identity. After coming to college, he enrolled in a beginning 
Korean class with the hope of learning Korean heritage culture and language but still, according 
to him, it was more of a curiosity than a sincere desire to know his roots.  
Well, heritage class, oh gosh, they were way ahead of me. I accidently enrolled in the 
heritage track class and still remember the first day I went to class. I was like “Oh, 
there’s a bunch of Koreans.” So, I got to talk to Ms. Kim, you know the director of the 
program. I got to talk to her and explain my situation. And she was like, “Oh, I see what 
you mean.” A lot of people there had much more background than I did. Even though I 
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am Korean, I’ve never had any exposure to Korean speaking and writing. I thought I 
would fit better with the non-heritage track students and I felt much more confortable 
with taking that class. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th) 
Bryce reported that he enjoyed the class but he said he stopped taking it after one 
semester and that was all he had with an official Korean learning experience. I asked why he 
stopped and he responded,  
Since I started to be involved in CAA [Church for Asian Americans], there’s like 50% 
Koreans. Obviously part of the reason that I wanted to do is that I wanted more exposure 
to Korean people and Korean culture. I have a lot of Korean friends, and there are 
phrases and expressions obviously I could not understand. So I thought it would be nice 
to understand what they’re saying when they talk. So, it was more of my intention to 
understand the conversational aspects and since obviously I started from the very bottom 
with the foundations of grammar and how to read and write Korean alphabets and things 
like that but I just wanted to talk to people so that was hard. Because it was not that I 
didn’t get what I wanted from the class but my expectations were a little bit different 
than what I got out of it. Maybe, I really didn’t know what I needed to get, I don’t know.  
So, yeah, that was part of the reason and also it didn’t work with my schedule. I felt like 
either I had to stop after the first semester as a good experience or I have to commit to 
doing it for a couple of years because otherwise it’s not going to be worth it. It was still 
worthwhile for a semester to take it but that was why I stopped. (Narrative meeting 1, 
October 15)      
He recounted that after he took the Korean class, he became very busy with 
extracurricular activities (i.e., church gatherings, Bible study and Korean adoptee students’ 
club). Although he stopped the class, he continued to form a connection with Korean American 
communities. I asked him what was most difficult during his Korean class, he answered,  
Um, everything felt very foreign to me in the beginning. Even the language the way in 
which it is structured, how you speak differently to adults and speak differently to your 
peers, I mean it sounded really different. I think even that is kind of a window to see the 
respect and you know, honoring older people. I started to learn those things and it 
became more apparent to me as I interacted more with older Korean people through 
friends and their parents, through work like my boss, stuff like that. (Narrative meeting 
1, October 15th) 
He told me an interesting example at his worksite and his boss’s feelings about hierarchy 
and respect. At the time of our narrative meeting, Bryce was working at a frozen yogurt store, 
and the owner was Korean. He gently commented about the atmosphere at the store and why he 
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started to feel uncomfortable working there, “I mean just like his stubborn and proud feelings. I 
was there [in the class] enough time to understand why the boss acted like that and that 
sometimes rubs people in the wrong way. It’s like there are not many Koreans and not many of 
them are kind of used to that kind of culture, the relationship between older people and younger 
people, and younger people showing respect to older people. Yeah, it’s interesting.” 
Bryce concluded that his Korean language learning experience, though it was short, was 
a good opportunity for him to explore his heritage. Among the extracurricular activities he 
mentioned, he joined the Korean adoptee students’ club, so I asked him to tell me more. He told 
me that this club experience was another turning point for him to open issues between other 
Korean adoptees and himself. He said,  
Through that Korean class, one of the girls in my class, she had a friend who was 
starting an organization for Korean adoptees at the university. It was not like an official 
thing but it was just like a few people, Korean adoptees who go to U of I, we just met a 
few times.  So I went there probably three or four times and I ended up doing a 
presentation with one of the other people on Korean adoptees and how we felt about 
ourselves at the Asian American Cultural Center. And there’s a club that has many 
Chinese adoptees, they have kids [members] from the area in the middle to southern 
Illinois. Every spring and fall, they have an event. So their parents bring them and they 
experience cultural things and there are like panels and boards and they ask us questions 
like what it was like growing up as adoptees and those kinds of things.  
So that was like the first time I’ve ever talked to Korean adoptees and it was just so 
interesting to hear that some of them had that desire a lot more than me, like, “Who am 
I?” and “Oh, I wanna find my birthparents!” and stuff like that. But I was the only one 
who took a Korean class. They didn’t take it and I don’t know why they did not take it. 
But I don’t think their desire was to understand the culture and language of their heritage 
but it was more like to understand about themselves. 
Anyway, so one of the girls who were in that group, she met her birth parents when she 
went to Korea. She was four or five years older than me. As a Korean adoptee, I often 
get a question like, “Do you have a desire to meet your birth parents, or find them?” I 
know there’s a television show in Korea that we can go on and tell your story and people 
find their parents. But it’s never been a desire for me. Because, honestly, I think it’s too 
much investment of time, money and emotional investment to do it. And like not that I 
didn’t want to know but it’s more like I didn’t want to be let down. So, I just didn’t 
bother trying. I am who I am and I am happy with that. I have parents and I don’t see 
myself as a loner child or something like that. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th)  
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Bryce said the purpose of the gathering was to share their stories with other Korean 
adoptees who might have gone through similar emotional struggles, identity confusion and 
feeling of lost. 
We all openly talked about our stories and nothing too deep in terms of sharing deep 
story since nobody showed any serious brake down moment. It was good cause I felt 
understood. Koreans don’t fully understand Americans and Americans don’t fully 
understand Koreans, so it’s just our own people who had the same, exact kind of 
background. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th)  
By actively engaging in the club, Bryce and other Korean adoptees seemed to earn 
membership and form a “shared repertoire” (Wenger, 1998) among the group members. He 
continued his story about the club. It is true that adoptive parents do not have an obligation to 
navigate or at least help their adopted children to become familiar with their heritage culture. 
However, most adoptees have a chance to construct and develop their ethnic identities through 
engaging in cultural heritage resources (i.e., Korean school, Korean heritage camp) usually 
provided by their adoptive parents. Unfortunately, Bryce never had these opportunities and this 
seemed to have led him to explore his Korean identity after he entered college.  
For most Korean adoptees, it is hard to establish racial identity models since they are 
people of color but grow up in White households. According to Palmer (2010), when Korean 
adoptees attempt to immerse themselves in the Asian and Korean communities, the adoptees 
“feel uncomfortable and shunned because they may not know the culture or may have grown up 
with negative stereotypes about Asians and Koreans” (Palmer, 2010, p. 7).  
Whereas white cultural identity is developed through education in their home settings, 
Korean adoptee’s Korean cultural identity is inherited at birth. The following is what Palmer 
mentions about Korean adoptees two conflict identities.  
The conflict between their racial and cultural identities often leads to confusion and 
angst. Indeed, as the world continues to view them as racially Korean, even though they 
are culturally White, the adoptees are left to ponder identity decisions that have no clear 
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conclusions. Often the adoptees feel that there are only two solutions to this quandary: 
completely rejecting everything associated with Whiteness and fully immersing 
themselves in discovering their Korean identities, or assimilating into their White 
cultural identities and foregoing everything related to their Korean identities. (p. 8)  
In Bryce’s case, while growing up, he did not ponder his ethnic identity, due to his 
White dominant surroundings. After he came to college, things changed. Bryce said now he 
feels his ethnic identity is more dominant than his cultural identity by remarking; “I think I 
identify with my ethnicity over my upbringing” (Narrative meeting 2, October 22nd). Since 
labeling oneself is another way that shows a person’s identity, I asked Bryce whether he felt he 
was Korean, American, or both. He answered,  
Depends on the context. If I am talking to an American person, then I will probably 
describe myself as Korean. But if I run into a Korean, then I would say I am American. I 
mean I am obviously American, because I live in America, and you know I grew up in 
American family. But I think I can identify more with being Korean now because of my 
understanding of values and understanding of cultural values and that kind of thing. 
(Narrative meeting 2, October 22nd) 
In our second narrative meeting, I asked Bryce if HLL had changed his perspective on 
Korean language and culture overall. He answered with smile,   
Yeah. I think I can now understand it more not just in an external cultural way but 
internally, what culture means and what Korean culture is, how it’s different than 
American culture and other cultures. So I think it was positive. I better understand and 
learned a lot. Knowing that I still want to be involved in some ways in Korean American 
communities is evidence of that. My perspective did not necessarily change from 
negative to positive, but it grew out of that curiosity. It helped me understand things 
more positively and I want to keep learning too if I have the chance. (Narrative meeting 
2, October 22nd)  
My second narrative meeting with Bryce was shorter than the first one, but we both 
enjoyed our conversation. I appreciated his sharing of his stories and he also encouraged me, 
complementing my on my work and the purpose of my study. Unlike the other participants with 
whom I still have close contact, I could not get in touch with him after our narrative meetings 
were completed.  
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Korean adoptees often either find it painful to connect with their heritage or they deny or 
their racial identities. Their identity struggle can be very difficult. Bryce started his identity 
quest after he entered college. He did not know anything about his heritage language and 
customs, however, taking the Korean 105 course and connecting to Korean-related communities 
allowed Bryce to gain a sense of comfort with his identity as a Korean adoptee. In other words, 
he began to recognize his hybrid identity of being both Korean and American living in the 
United States.  
Summary 
This chapter has included the stories of two Korean adoptee students, Cecilia and Bryce, 
and their journey of finding, reconnecting, and developing identities as heritage language 
learners. In my study, both Cecilia and Bryce spent their youth in White dominant communities 
and for them, handling cultural diversity and connecting to their Korean heritage and language 
were difficult. In one narrative meeting, Bryce told me how shocked he was when he first came 
to campus with seeing so many Korean Americans and other Asians.  
The Korean adoptees were an interesting group to me because their stories transgressed 
categories of race, citizenship, language, and culture and the complexity of their stories was 
denser than the other two groups. HLL for the two participants was one pathway to search for a 
(re)connection to their heritage culture and language. Both participants enjoyed HLL. For 
Cecilia, this engagement and reflection allowed her to gain an empowered identity and to gain 
ownership of her identities. Although Bryce was not interested in continuing in the Korean 
classes, he made his own efforts by volunteering in a Korean adoptee organization and making 
Korean friends by attending the local Korean ethnic church in order to contribute to 
communities where he felt he belonged.  
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Taking Korean class not only helped Cecilia and Bryce to have better understanding of 
the Korean aspects of their identities but also provided them insights into current social issues in 
Korea. Expanding their connection with their Korean heritage meant starting from the point 
when they first were sent to the United States and restorying their beginnings. It was interesting 
that in their stories, their multiple communities significantly impacted their recognition and 
feeling of membership and their emerging ownership as a group member (Wenger, 1998). That 
is, both participants seemed to be building ownership of their identities through taking Korean 
classes and having relationship with Korean/Asian communities while at the university. For 
example, Cecilia showed strong attachment to her heritage language and culture and her concept 
of my country was very interesting in that it implied membership in both Korea and America 
depending on the contexts. When telling a story of K-pop culture and how she was addicted to it, 
she said, “I am not neglecting my [American] culture, but I want to learn about it [Kpop] 
because I want to show respect to my [Korean] culture where I came from. It’s something I want 
to learn really badly. I like our [Korean] culture” (Narrative meeting 1, February 18th). 
Although the two students in this study were both adopted from Korea, they were 
different in many ways. First, their motivations to learn Korean were different and they had 
different expectations for their HLL experience. Cecilia showed a strong interest in absorbing 
Korean heritage language and culture and wanted to actually spend her life in Korea. She told 
me about her plan to take further advanced levels of Korean so that she would be able to 
fluently speak Korean in near future. In contrast, Bryce considered HLL as more of an 
opportunity to get to know more about his Korean/Korean American peers and decided to find 
his own way of connecting to his heritage community rather than taking more advanced level 
Korean classes.  
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Second, the two students showed different attitudes toward finding their heritage and 
birthparents. Cecilia seemed eager to find her roots and birth family, while Bryce was more 
intrigued by the study of Korean culture, people, customs, and history. He wanted to be 
connected and revisit his heritage, but it was more from the perspective of a tourist rather than 
perceiving himself as a part of a family or specific community.  
Last, the different parenting styles seemed to correlate with the participants’ degree of 
interest and goals. Cecilia reported that she was already familiar with all types of Korean 
literacy materials prior to her HLL at college and even was sent to summer camp to learn more 
about Korean culture and language with big support from her parents.  Her parents worked hard 
to provide her experiences that nurtured her Korean identity. By contrast, Bryce had very little 
background in his Korean heritage language and culture until he entered college.  His parents 
did not do much to encourage his Korean cultural learning. While he was interested in particular 
aspects of Korean culture and in associating with Korean peers, attaching to and sustaining 
Korean language and culture seemed to have been harder for him than it was for Cecilia.  
Cecilia and Bryce both assimilated well into White culture as they were growing up. 
Research shows that this is the best way for adopted children to feel accepted in the family and 
the community (Shiao & Tuan, 2008). If the goal for adoptees is to help them maintain their U.S. 
and Korean cross-cultural identities, total assimilation into U.S. culture and language may limit 
their opportunities to construct a strong identity in both cultures.  As seen in these 2 cases, 
Cecilia had parents who put a lot of effort into helping her understand Korean culture, as well as 
assimilate into U.S. culture. This resulted in a stronger attachment to her heritage culture than 
was true for Bryce whose parents did not take this dual heritage approach. This study suggests 
that an ‘assimilation-only’ approach may not be the best path to follow if the goal is to help 
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adoptees feel connected to both their heritage and adopted cultures. Further studies of HLL with 
adoptee populations will help parents to know how best to approach raising Korean adoptee 
children in ways that include support for heritage learning. As Palmer (2010) said, the feeling of 
“dancing in between and nowhere at all. . . . ” is what may have led these adoptees to search for 
connections to their heritage language and culture, “. . . . a place where they could find comfort 
in their identities” (p. 55).    
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Chapter 7 
Discussion and Conclusion 
This chapter will address the two research questions for this study, which were: (a) How 
do three different types of Korean heritage participants construct their identities in the process 
of heritage language learning? and (b) What are the social and cultural contexts that influence 
the negotiations of the participants’ heritage language learning? The findings from these 
questions are discussed using the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Using these different 
perspectives provides an interpretation of the participants HLL and identity constructions from 
multiple sociocultural perspectives. 
In the first part of this chapter, I discuss my findings as they relate to the research 
questions. I look at multiple aspects of identities (i.e., linguistic, ethnic, social, and cultural) of 
the heritage language participants’ prior to and during HLL. I pay particular attention to 
linguistic identity in terms of the participants’ language attitudes and their learning behaviors 
during HLL. The second part of the chapter addresses my second research question, the social 
and cultural contexts of HLL environment both in in-class and out-of-class contexts using the 
concepts of CoP and human capital theory and including the impact of multimedia usage, 
family and peer relations, and religion. Implication of the study follows at the end.  
Identities of the Heritage Language Participants 
In my study, I paid close attention to the process of HLL and its impact on participants’ 
identities. The findings of this study suggest several influences on participants’ personal, social, 
cultural and linguistic identity, which address my first research question. 
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Linguistic identity 
 Identity construction is a complicated process and people negotiate their identities 
within the social and cultural contexts around them. In my study, all of the participants 
described HLL as a learning space where they developed their Korean skills as well as reflected 
on their HLL in the past while considering their future. This concurs with Norton’s (2010) 
claim, “When participants engage in literacy practices, they are also engaged in acts of identity” 
(p. 10).  
All learning such as heritage language classrooms, peers, teachers, out-of-class settings, 
and multimedia spaces allowed participants to ponder their past, present, and future. In other 
words, leaning Korean meant more than obtaining linguistic knowledge; it permitted them to 
open the door to think about themselves creating a space to negotiate their identities (Norton, 
2000). According to Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004), negotiation of identities has been 
understood as “the interplay between reflective positioning that is self-representation, and 
interactive positioning, whereby others attempt to reposition particular individuals or groups” 
(p. 20). 
Several patterns were found in the data related to Korean language and culture across the 
three groups of participants. First, in terms of language and its characteristics, most participants 
agreed that they felt uncomfortable with the rigid expectations of Korean social culture. 
However, there was a discrepancy among the three groups. For example, in one of the narrative 
meetings with Hayoon, she told me a story about an “embarrassing moment” that she 
experienced when she visited her family in Korea. 
Hayoon: 저는 그게 좀 이상하거든요. 왜냐면 제가 한국 갔을 때 저하고 똑같은 
나이인데 사촌이 저보다 몇 달 빨리 태어났다고 제가 언니라고 불렀거든요. 
She insisted that and it bothered me. [나하고 동생처럼] 이 년 차이였으면 
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그렇게 하겠지, 그런데 그냥 세 달 정도 다르다고 그러는 것은 정말 
silly 해요.  
 
[Hayoon: I think it is really strange. Because when I went to Korea, I had to call my 
cousin, who is in the same age as me, Unni, since she was born a few months 
earlier than me. She insisted on that and it bothered me. I would call her Unni if 
we apart two years [like me and my sister], but calling her Unni because of the 
three-month difference is really silly. (Narrative meeting 1, April 15th)  
However, participants in the Mixed-Heritage and adoptee groups were not as sensitive to 
hierarchy as the Korean American participants. This did not mean that the other two groups did 
not care about the hierarchy, but they did not show the same rebellious attitude; rather it was 
more an interesting part of culture like other cultural practices in other countries. Their 
perspectives on hierarchy were more neutral than that of Korean American participants. Bryce 
told me in one of the narrative meeting about his perspective on hierarchy.  
I think it depends on context, but yeah, I think generally, I think that hierarchy is 
important. But I think people need to see mutual style between older and younger. Older 
persons need to do it by love not, like, because I’m older you should show me this and 
that. (Narrative meeting 2, October 22nd) 
In the above quote, Bryce viewed the custom of Korean language and culture in a more neutral 
way.  
Another point, which was similar across the groups, was motivation toward HLL. The 
first reason for wanting to learn Korean was “personal need.” Since all the participants had links 
to Korean heritage in some way, they all showed a great interest in (re)connecting with their 
heritage language and culture. For example, Nicole mentioned that she wanted to understand 
what her mother’s family members were saying when they used Korean during holidays or 
family gatherings. She said, even though she did not understand most of her grandmother’s 
Korean, she could reply, “네,네 (yes, yes)” to show her respect and get closer to her 
grandmother. The desire to connect to members of their heritage family was expressed by all 
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but one (Bryce, Adoptee Group) of the participants. Bryce was more interested in connecting to 
heritage culture rather than his heritage family.  
In terms of the attitude toward Korean language, all of the participants had a positive 
attitude toward learning Korean. This may be because they voluntarily chose to take Korean. 
They viewed Korean as a valuable resource that they could easily learn due to their ethnic 
heritage compared to learning other foreign languages. None of them considered HLL a path to 
merely becoming bilingual; they wanted more a feeling of inclusion in Korean culture. They 
considered language and culture as inseparable products of a society. Earning membership in 
their heritage culture was prevalent among the participants. In line with Norton (1995), I argue 
that this type of language learning desire and practice can be understood by referencing 
Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital.  
Bourdieu (1977) concept of “cultural capital” is awareness that includes the accumulated 
cultural knowledge within the social structures of diversity, power, and status. When asked 
about the purpose of taking Korean, most of the participants expressed their desire to know 
more about their heritage and they also anticipated that Korean would be their tool to 
(re)connect to the Korean communities. There was evidence of what Bourdieu would call 
economic, technological, and sociocultural urges expressed in their desires to learn their 
heritage language and culture. They came to recognize their emerging language skills as 
“cultural capital,” that might help them to fit into their heritage culture and improve their future 
economic possibilities.  
Korean learning strategies and purposes varied among the participants. First, most of 
them wanted to have more time and more chances to practice Korean for conversational 
purposes but the classroom context had limited time for extended conversations. For some, the 
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online Moodle course site served as a Korean literacy community. It not only allowed them to 
practice their literacy skills, but also offered a community space for them to negotiate their 
linguistic, social, and cultural identities. Some of the heritage participants found alternative sites 
that met their needs in this respect, like social groups and Korean friends. Across the three 
groups, some participants used IM to converse online. For example, except Bryce, everyone 
was accustomed to using KakaoTalk (Korean based IM message application) and their purposes 
for using IM varied. Some of them used it to communicate primarily with their parents and/or 
some used it to chat with friends.  
The participants’ mode of language use varied depending on the purposes. They tended 
to use more Korean when writing to their parents because they thought their parents preferred 
Korean over English and this would make them happy. Some of them used Korean due to their 
parents’ limited English proficiency. In the interviews with parents, especially with the Korean 
American group, 3 of the parents told me that they sometimes had difficulties communicating 
with their children due to their lack of proficiency with English.  
The participants also showed different language choices depending on the group of 
friends with whom they were communicating. For example, Minsoo used Facebook when 
communicating with his Korean friends in Korea. He reported that 80% of the language he used 
on Facebook was Korean and that this was good language practice space for him. Nicole said 
she only used KakaoTalk to chat with her friends in her Korean class or her Korean 
conversation partner.  
Some of the participants searched for help in learning Korean by finding Korean 
conversation partners or having social gatherings. Others watched Korean TV dramas and 
movies. That is, they looked for different types of resources that were available in their contexts 
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to optimize their HLL engagement. Many studies reported the importance of having different 
types of literacy materials in learning HLL (Yi, 2005; Yoo, 2005). 
I could not find significant use of print-based Korean materials in the study. I asked 
participants about their use of literacy materials and except for Minsoo, who was the most 
advanced Korean learner among the participants, no one mentioned the use of print-based 
literacy texts.   
In Chapter 2, I provided a review of studies of language identities using a sociocultural 
theoretical framework. Overall these studies agreed: (a) identities are situated within their 
sociocultural surroundings, (b) identities are creations of negotiation and (re)construction 
among community members, and (c) identities are connected to power. In my study, all the 
HLL participants: (a) appreciated their culturally diverse surroundings and multiple social 
contexts (i.e., classroom, online website, Korean friends, and Korean communities), (b) engaged 
actively in HLL to develop and negotiate their identities, and (c) acknowledged the value of 
HLL as a tool and investment for their present and future goals. In the end, HLL was indeed a 
valuable space for identity construction and this finding is congruent with the studies in my 
literature review provided in Chapter 2.  
Ethnic identity  
Identity and culture are two of the basic building blocks of ethnic identity. The idea that 
HL literacy is a critical component of maintaining heritage language and culture and 
constructing one’s ethnic identities has been recognized by many scholars (Cummins, 1999, 
2000; Guardado, 2002; Hakuta & Diaz, 1985; McQuillan, 1996; Tse, 1997, 2001).  
The heritage language participants in this study showed a clear understanding of their 
ethnic identity and HLL. That is, the more the participants’ received information and education 
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on heritage language and culture, the stronger they developed an attachment to their heritage 
language and ethnic culture. This finding is congruent with many current studies (Tse, 2000; Yi, 
2008) that the more heritage language support is involved, the more participants will build 
strong ethnic identities through these practices. Tse (2000) examined the narratives of those 
who considered themselves ethnic minorities and the importance of the HLL during ethnic 
identity development. 
The findings from my study suggested that the participants developed their ethnic 
identity in a complicated and fluid way. This process eventually allowed them to revisit their 
heritage and its meaning to their lives (Phinney, 1990, 2000). All three groups agreed that HLL 
offered them a space to think about their past experience of living as a minority in their current 
surroundings where they had to negotiate their membership within diverse ethnic contexts. For 
example, Bryce, a Korean adoptee participant, who did not have exposure to Korean language 
and culture before the Korean class, told me that HLL was a meaningful influence on the 
development of his ethnic identity journey during college. His case demonstrates a close-knit 
relation between a positive self-evaluation and ethnic identity (Phinney, 1990).  
When talking about their schooling experiences and peer relation before college, the 
participants mentioned feelings of exclusion and confusion. Most tried not to be singled out for 
their ethnicity and did their best to fit in the dominant group by accepting the norms of the 
group (Kim, 1981). Becoming a member of a group brings many privileges and benefits, 
however, most of them also experienced feeling of ‘othering’ during schooling. For example, 
one of the participants told me that she felt “feisty” when she faced racial discrimination toward 
her as a Korean American, but it still felt prejudicial. During a meeting, she told me the most 
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common questions, which implied ‘othering’ were: “Where are you [really] from?” or “Do you 
speak English?”  
The participants in my study confessed that they neither felt that they were in the inner 
circle of the dominant group nor did they receive appreciation for being Asian Americans. In 
other words, they did not perceive themselves as being an integral part of the dominant group as 
an American (Cheryan & Monin, 2005).  
Most were struggling with the two different identities--the denied identity (American 
identity) and the threatening identity (Asian identity) (Cheryan & Monin, 2005). Some said that 
anxiety intensified before they entered college. Others even admitted that they did not even 
consider themselves to be Korean or Asian before coming to the university, and they felt 
uncomfortable being categorized as Asian. After entering college, even though they sometimes 
were confused about defining themselves in social and ethnic terms, that they were able to 
achieve positive identities especially after taking HLL classes.  
For most it was difficult to locate their place within the dominant group, but they also 
had difficulty locating their positions within Korean/Korean American communities. Almost all 
of the participants talked about ‘segregation’ between social group, or more precisely 
‘intraethnic othering’ (Abelmann, 2009) within the Korean campus community. Hayoon 
mentioned, “I think it’s [our campus] very separated. Korean Americans and Korean 
international students, there exists such a big divide. I think Korean international students look 
down onKorean Americans in some ways.” She herself did not want to be categorized as a 
Korean or an American. She refused to be labeled in any social terms that described 
ethnicity/race.  
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It was interesting to note that all of the participants who at least visited Korea once 
agreed that the experience was positive in various ways, and they wanted to visit Korea as much 
as possible in the future. Even the one student who had not visited, Cecelia (adoptee group) very 
much wanted to do so. In sum, whether they had an actual visit or were merely planning to visit, 
there seemed to be a close relation between ethnic identity construction and home country 
visiting. This finding goes along with current studies of HLL, which indicate a strong relation 
between home country visiting experiences and heritage language development. That is, people 
who visit their home country more often have higher HL competence (Demos, 1988; Kondo, 
1988, Cho & Krashen, 2000) and have developed more positive ethnic identities (Kim, 2011).  
In sum, the participants in this study constructed their ethnic identities in positive ways 
through heritage language learning. HLL served as a kind of tunnel, which enabled the 
participants to visit and shape how they viewed themselves and their relationship with Korean 
community. Therefore, I conclude from my findings that the relationship between HLL and 
ethnic identity was intertwined and developed in a two-way process, which was shaped and 
reshaped by engaging in multiple learning activities and having relationships with other 
members in the same ethnic group.  
Social and Cultural Contexts in HLL 
According to the literature (Bryzzheva, 2002; Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978, 1986), 
learning becomes a meaningful engagement within sociocutral boundaries and it reflects the 
shared knowledge, beliefs, and behaviors of social groups (Heath, 1983; Moll, 1990), therefore, 
it is fundamentally a social process. While I analyzed heritage language participants’ social 
identity, I found that even though the participants’ identities were situated in sociocultural 
contexts, they were transformed in different ways depending on the contexts within which they 
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were situated (Gee, 2000; Wenger, 1998).  
All Korean heritage participants, Hayoon, Minsoo, and Jiu agreed that even though they 
were ethnically Korean and were born into a family with Korean ethnicity, they struggled with 
the culturally dominant identity, which was an American identity. This remark resonated with 
the other two heritage group participants; Mixed-Heritage and Korean adoptee group 
participants had feelings of frustration and confusion with their dual identities. Entering college, 
taking Korean classes, and getting to know more about their Korean heritage, gave them 
opportunities to shape and reshape their experiences within multiple identities. In short, the 
sociocultural contexts of the participants allowed them to find a nexus of multimemberships 
(Wenger, 1998). According to Wenger, multimembership refers to, “the living experience of 
boundaries” (p. 161). It allows community members to create a dual relation between their 
multiple identities and varied practices in different groups. In my study, by reflecting and 
shaping their identities from their HLL experiences and weaving these multiple identities 
together, they gained opportunities to test their memberships in practice. Wenger (1998) claims, 
“the experience of identity in practice is a way of being in the world” (p. 151). For my 
participants “their identities dynamically encompass[ed] multiple perspectives” (Wenger, 1998, 
p. 161) in the negotiation of their past and present identities.  
However, this identity (re)construction and development did not always happen in a 
positive way and sometimes it brought internal conflicts. The two Korean heritage participants, 
Jiu and Hayoon faced a new kind of segregation at the university, which they had not 
experienced before they entered college. They both described exclusion and an invisible wall 
between Korean American and Korean groups and each group had exclusive membership 
within their ethnic group. Cecilia, one of the Korean adoptee participants, described this 
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segregation by groups by using the term ‘cult.’ Bryce told me that taking Korean class was a 
good opportunity to him to develop his ethnic identity, but at the same time, the more he tried to 
be in Korean American/Korean communities, the more he faced prejudice related to his position 
as an adoptee.   
Throughout the narratives, the heritage participants showed varieties of shifting 
identities and those identities finally appeared as a ‘hybrid identity.’ My use here of the concept 
of ‘hybrid identity’ is similar to what Bhabha (1994) claimed that cultures continuously are 
recreated in a “third space” (p. 38).  Constructions of hybrid identities in my study were not 
simply a synthesis of Korean and non-Korean elements in equal parts, but instead were 
complicated and fluid. The narratives indicated a constant shifting and management of identity 
that at some points made them feel ‘more Korean,’ while at other points, they felt ‘more 
American’ despite their emotional attachment to Korean heritage.  These findings concur with 
current research that shows that there are changes in immigrant families’ perceptions about their 
identities toward understanding them as fluid and that bilingual/bicultural identities are 
negotiated and transform into transnational identities (Shin, 2005; Song, 2009) or cosmopolitan 
identities (Guarado, 2010). 
In sum, what made heritage language more meaningful to the study participants was the 
way in which it integrated with issues at the boundaries of their multiple social contexts. I argue 
that social and cultural identities of the heritage participants in my study were situated and 
interactive in a process that moved from local to global (Wenger, 1998) and from static to fluid. 
Identities were constantly shifting, constructing, amalgamating, and transforming in multiple 
ways in the social and cultural contexts of HLL.  
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Human Capital Theory   
Many participants told me that they viewed HLL as a way of investing their time and 
efforts to insure a brighter future. This perspective ties to the notion of human capital theory in 
that it was the main motivating force for them to invest in education (Schultz, 1961, 1963). 
According to Kim (2012), motivations in terms of education, such as “for curriculum choices 
and for school structures, the imperatives of national economic development, the employment 
outcomes of school graduates and the measurable attainment of certain skills” (p. 306) are 
deeply rooted in human capital theory.  
In my study, all heritage participants, showed a strong desire to go back to Korea in 
order to attain cultural citizenship in Korean society. This hope was more evident with the 
Korean adoptee participants--Cecilia wanted to find her birth families and Bryce regarded 
visiting Korea as an opportunity to get his heritage “back.”  
For Korean American heritage participants, learning Korean was considered an asset for 
the future. Since they were close to graduating from college, both Hayoon and Jiu said having 
Korean language abilities would definitely help them have wider job choices, especially with 
Korean-based global companies, such as Samsung and LG. Minsoo also mentioned the 
advantages in ROTC and U.S. Army if you can speak a foreign language that is not as “popular” 
as European foreign languages. He said that people with knowledge of Arabic and some other 
Asian languages are welcomed in the Army and it is strongly recommended for ROTC students 
to master their heritage language.    
In addition, all Korean American heritage participants told me that they had heard about 
various opportunities to experience Korea by using their fluent English. For example, Hayoon 
volunteered at Expo, an opportunity that was available to her because she was fluent in English 
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and was Korean American. Her position as a Korean American gave her cultural and human 
capital (e.g., U.S citizenship, language skills, Korean heritage) to be optimized. However, it 
seemed that, at the same time, she was often criticized because of her limited knowledge of 
Korean language, history, and culture.  
For Mixed-Heritage participants, Korean appeared to be a ticket, which would lead them 
to open more chances of belonging to Korean communities. Nicole told me of her desire to 
work in a globalized company and she was planning to use her Korean identity as a key to make 
a smooth entrance into Korean communities. For Esther, her Korean language skills would help 
her realize her dream to become a schoolteacher in Korea.   
The Korean adoptee participants also felt that Korean gave them human capital. 
According to Kim (2010), increasing numbers of Korean adoptees are becoming adults and their 
return to their home country is anticipated. Many adoptions were arranged in the 1980s and 
these adoptees are now adults (Joyce, 2013). Kim argues that Korean society has dramatically 
changed its perspective on Korean adoptees from seeing them as products of a shameful 
country’s past to persons with globalized citizenship. South Korean TV and media now regard 
adoptees, especially with Western backgrounds from the United States or Europe, as valuable 
resources, i.e., human capital for Korean society. This kind of social recognition has helped 
Korean adoptees to see themselves as positive human resources for Korean society and to 
influence economic decisions about how to use this human capital in Korea.  
According to Cecilia, she heard that one of her Korean adoptee friends, visited Korea 
and was welcomed by a street vendor worker who offered him free food. It turned out that while 
he was eating Dukboki19, a person next to him revealed that he was actually an adoptee who 
was from the United States and was visiting Korea for the first time since he was adopted 15 
                                                
19 A popular Korean snack food made from soft rice cake, fish cake, vegetables, and sweet red pepper sauce 
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years ago. As soon as the street vendor owner heard that, she was glad and asked him to have 
more food. She even later refused to take his money and wished him good luck. This kind of 
story gave Cecilia a good impression of Korea and gave her hope that she might be welcomed 
rather than excluded. Bryce also mentioned that Korean for him was an appreciated tool that 
would help him better understand Korean culture and to enter Korean/Korea-based global 
companies.  
In sum, although the concept of human capital is rather broad and includes more than 
language, it was useful to theorize my participants’ responses. The purposes for going back to 
Korea varied among the heritage participants, although they all showed a deep interest in 
visiting Korea in near future. They all saw their Korean language learning as human capital 
relevant to going back to Korea. Their assessment of their human capital and awareness of the 
sociocultural environment influenced their thinking about this.  
Community of Practice   
Language is an important repertoire of a community. When people learn a foreign 
language, they also engage in meaningful activities. In sociocultural contexts, literacy events are 
always embedded within a particular community, reflecting Wenger’s (1998) concept of a 
Community of Practice (CoP). 
In my study, the classroom appeared to be more than a place where learning occurred. It 
was a small community that served to develop the heritage language participants’ cultural 
understandings and social relationships. In other words, the classroom was a socially situated 
setting for the participants to interact with other group members. Moreover, throughout their 
HLL, they participated in ways that developed their linguistic, ethnic, and sociocultural 
identities. That is, as they learned their heritage language, they were members of a CoP where 
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they could reconstruct their identities; this community had coherence in its practices and 
participation (Wenger, 1998).  
The participants also participated in a wider CoP that included other Korean Americans 
and Koreans across campus. This gave them opportunities to use their HLL in different settings. 
For example, Nicole had a Korean conversation partner and practiced her Korean with him 
outside of class and Minsoo developed his Korean skills through Facebook while 
communicating with friends from his childhood who were native Korean speakers. Cecilia had a 
Korean American sister figure and they engaged in various activities. These strategies were part 
of a web of social relationships that influenced their trajectory of moving in or out of the 
classroom community.  
My participants engaged on several different kinds of learning practices but not with the 
same levels of engagement. It is the nature of CoPs that some people became core members, 
and there are also peripheral members depending on how well an individual has built a shared 
repertoire, or assimilated into the goal(s) of the joint enterprise, or established patterns of 
engagement with other members (Holmes & Meyerhoff, 1999). In addition, Wenger (1998) 
argues that identity is influenced by participation as well as non-participation, and of inclusion 
as well as exclusion. He also argued that, “The process of identity formation can remain largely 
transparent because our identities can develop by being engaged in action without being 
themselves the focus of attention” (p.193).   
Sometimes, the heritage participants expressed frustration about how to fit into the right 
sociocultural contexts around them. Cecilia told me that she often felt like an “outlier” and that 
she did not fit into any of the ethnic/racial categories. Similar to Bryce, she was frustrated at not 
fitting easily into Korean social contexts. 
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If you are not already in it [Korean groups], then people won’t accept you. And you’ll 
always be that way like, an outlier of the group. And plus I am a little bit different than 
other Korean Americans, [due to my adopted background] so I feel like I will be even a 
bigger outlier. (Narrative meeting 2, May 5th)  
While there were similarities here with the other two groups, even within the same 
group, each participant joined outside of class communities with their own norms and cultures, 
which varied depending on location, religion, and SES. Hayoon, one of the Korean heritage 
participants said,  
I do not hang out with Korean American students because it’s very segregated, self 
segregated too. They still get to choose to only hang out with Korean Americans. A lot 
of times it’s like a fact, it’s like truth even in other schools that Korean Americans only 
hang out with other Koreans or Korean American people. And I don`t know why that is. 
Maybe you know it’s not like anyone’s leaving them out. They are more than 
welcomed . . . . In America, we are very liberal and especially on college campuses we 
are more liberal. I don’t understand this phenomenon. (Narrative meeting 2, April 22nd)  
Hayoon’s refusal to be a member of Korean student associations or clubs could be seen 
as a symbol of non-participation; she was choosing not to seek full membership in Korean 
communities. This formation of a present identity however, did not mean that she would always 
be as a peripheral member. According to Wenger, membership in a CoP can be bi-directional. 
In fact, all heritage participants in the study described instances of shifting in and out of CoPs. 
For example, Esther experienced exclusion throughout her elementary school years but later 
described multimemberships in CoPs related to her Korean class and outside experiences. She 
described her decision to go back to Korea to become a teacher in her father’s school as 
reflecting how she viewed herself within this particular school community (Liu & Xu, 2013).   
One of the Korean adoptee participants, Bryce, also went through several phases of 
changing membership in a particular CoP. When he first started learning Korean and attending 
the Church for Asian Americans (CAA), he thought he was able to attain membership in 
Korean/Korean American communities. He felt included for a while but then, after seeing some 
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limitations to his membership, he later decided to define himself apart from Korean/Korean 
American communities. One of the Korean heritage participants, Jiu, told me interesting stories 
about her struggles with her dual identity. She sometimes chose to fight back or sometimes 
decided to reject the perspectives from members of the dominant group. By testing her 
memberships in different CoPs around her, Jiu developed more positive self-esteem and a more 
balanced attitude in accepting her dual identities.  
In sum, the in-class and out-of-class Korean learning settings may be considered CoPs 
because they each have a shared purpose and repertoire within which the students participated. 
By actively participating, HLL participants negotiated multimemberships in various CoPs and 
these influenced the development of their identities.  
Use of Multimedia  
In the field of language and literacy, a growing number of researchers have recently paid 
attention to the impact of pop culture and media to students’ learning. Though the role of pop 
culture and media in language and literacy education remains contentious, many literacy 
scholars argue that it is important to examine this related to the students’ language and literacy 
practices (Arnett, 1995), and that pop culture texts should be integrated into school curriculum 
(Misson, 2004). However, the use and role of pop culture in the heritage language classroom 
still remains largely unexplored (Choi & Yi, 2012).  
In my study, most heritage participants described meaningful engagement with media, 
the Internet, and pop culture in terms of learning and practicing Korean in their daily lives. The 
group that had the earliest exposure to these environments was the Korean American heritage 
participants. Since their families had exposed them to multiple sources of Korean materials (i.e., 
Korean print, books, television shows and movies) when they were young, they continued to 
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watch Korean TV shows and listen to K-pop more than the participants in the other two groups. 
For example, Minsoo told me that he read multiple kinds of print text such as newspaper and 
books in Korean when he was young. He told me that this kind of literacy activity helped him to 
broaden not just Korean language but culture in general. Jiu also mentioned watching many 
historical television dramas with her family when she was young. She said it was fun and 
helped her to expand her knowledge of Korean culture, although some vocabularies and 
expressions were difficult to understand. Since the backgrounds of the dramas were either the 
Goryeo20 or Joseon21 period, the conversations in the dramas would have contained Old Korean.   
For the Mixed-Heritage group, although Nicole once showed a great interest in K-pop 
culture, she did not show interest in using her K-pop culture knowledge in her HLL. By 
contrast, Esther said she enjoyed watching Korean drama and entertainment shows and often 
had chats about it with her friends in Korea through SNS websites. What was most interesting 
in her multimedia usages was her Internet search choice. Her favorite search engine was a 
Korean website, ‘Naver,’ which is the number one portal website among Koreans 
(http://blog.bizspring.co.kr/290). She said she spent a lot of time surfing Korean Internet 
websites and relied most on Korean web information.  
With the Korean adoptee group, Cecilia was a huge fan of any kind of pop culture in 
Korea. She was exposed to K-pop culture when she was in high school and since then she had 
enjoyed watching Korean dramas, movies, and entertainment shows. She said she often hung 
out with other friends to watch Korean television programs and have Korean food together. By 
doing so, she was able to deepen her understanding of Korean language and culture. However, 
                                                
20 Goryeo was a Korean Kingdom that lasted from 918 to 1392 
21 Joseon was a Korean kingdom that lasted from 1392 to 1897.  
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although Bryce agreed that using multimedia was a good way to learn Korean, he did not make 
meaningful effort to participate in pop culture and multimedia.  
As for the mobile usages, it was again the Korean American heritage participants who 
showed the most frequent uses of Korean on their phones. All three participants used 
KakaoTalk to communicate with their family and friends and especially when they 
communicated with their parents. For the Mixed-Heritage participants, Esther also used her cell 
phone for casual conversation mainly with her family and friends, however, she preferred using 
other methods (i.e., Skype or Facebook) and she used mainly Korean for this purpose. With 
Korean adoptee participants, I could not find meaningful engagement with these two 
participants, except when Cecilia exchanged text message with her Korean conversation partner 
and her Korean American friends.  
Overall, although the purpose and frequency of using of multimedia with Korean 
learning was varied among the heritage language participants, many of them used it primarily 
for social reasons. Others used multimedia in a more explicit to help their HLL. The data in this 
study suggested that the students’ multimedia usage supported their HLL. Multimedia for the 
heritage participants served as not only an effective out-of-classroom literacy setting but also it 
created opportunities where they could test their acquired knowledge of Korean language and 
culture. These findings are congruent with current studies on the effective role of multimedia in 
literacy learning (Dyson, 1997; 2003), more specifically, in HLL contexts (Choi & Yi, 2012).  
Gee (2003) argued that literacy practices are essentially identity work. In that sense, use of 
multimedia and knowledge on K-pop culture helped the heritage participants in my study to 
negotiate identities.  
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Family and Peer Relations  
Family is an important influence on identity construction. Many studies have revealed 
the important role of parents when it comes to heritage language development (Cho & Krashen, 
2000; Guardado, 2002; Kondo, 1998; Portes & Lao, 1998). The parents in their interviews 
showed an interest in their children’s HLL and some said they are now regretting that they did 
not give as much support to HLL as they thought was needed. Even the parents who offered a 
Korean learning environment (e.g., Minsoo’s father with print text materials, Hayoon’s mother 
with offering Korean home-study materials) told me that they should have provided more 
support in their children’s HLL.   
It was interesting that the Korean American parents were thankful that their children had 
the opportunity to participate in this research project. They also considered the interview as a 
way to find out what kinds of help they could provide their children as they participated in their 
HLL.  
Although I was not teaching Korean to their children, I was surprised that all parents, 
except Cecilia’s mother, used the word, “선생님 [sunsaengnim- teacher]” rather than “Ms. Shin” 
or my given name. Since I already provided a brief background about me on the consent forms, 
they must have known my role in the university prior the interviews. There is an old saying in 
Korea, “One should not step even on the shadow of one’s teacher.” I thought the way that 
parents addressed me was interesting in that it showed the parents’ internalized Korean cultural 
ideology of respecting elders and teachers.   
In terms of HLL and parents’ attitudes, some studies have shown that parents’ negative 
attitudes toward their ethnic culture and the idea that heritage language maintenance would 
hamper their children’s adjustment and acceptance of English acquisition, caused some parents 
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to discourage HLL (Tse, 2000). However, in my study, the parents did not express negative 
attitudes toward their son and daughter’s HLL. It was surprising to me that they were supportive 
of their children’s HLL decisions. However, this may have been because they wanted to appear 
supportive because of the nature of my research.   
There were differences in how each group of heritage participants were raised (i.e., their 
surroundings, dialogue style, educational support on connection to their heritage language and 
culture). How they were raised varied among the parents of each group and seemed to correlate 
with SES, culture of their home settings, and whether the parents adhered to traditional Korean 
hierarchies with the family or were more Americanized. In Korean culture, group affiliation and 
cooperation is highly valued and this may conflict with independence and individualism, which 
is more valued in Western society. It may have been difficult for most Korean immigrant 
parents, first generation Korean-Americans, to change their parenting approach. This type of 
intergenerational conflict was observed with the heritage participants and it was more evident 
with the Korean American heritage participants.  
In Korean and Korean American households, it is the mother who manages the child’s 
education (Park & Abelmann, 2004). During my narrative meetings, I noticed this tradition 
especially with the Korean American heritage learner group.  
For Mixed-Heritage learner group, the stories from the participants and their parents 
were more complicated. Due to their dual ethnicity, their parents required their Mixed-Heritage 
children to have a more balanced perspective on both heritage languages and cultures. However, 
living at the intersection of two cultures meant that one culture was more often dominant than 
the other (Wallace, 2001). Therefore, Mixed-Heritage participants had to negotiate group 
boundaries when traveling between their heritage communities (Root, 1996; Shin, 2010). For 
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Nicole, this boundary setting seemed difficult due to the fact that she had received a relatively 
small amount of Korean instruction from her mother but she considered Korean as an 
“investment” and valuable asset to prepare her future. Norton (1995) argued that if participants 
invest in a new language, “they do so with the understanding that they will acquire a wider 
range of symbolic and material resources” (p. 17). Here, the symbolic and material resources 
appeared to be learning Korean to Nicole. However, Esther was able to develop in deep 
understanding of both her Korean and American heritage with continuous support from both of 
her parents.  
For Korean adoptee participants, support and parents’ views on Korean heritage 
language and culture strongly influenced their children’s identity (re)shaping and development. 
Cecilia had two older Korean adoptee brothers and they were well educated in Korean culture 
with endless support from her parents. With her American parents’ support, Cecilia had 
experiences in both cultures and seemed to have a balanced, hybrid identity. It was interesting 
to see her word choice, when she described some topics or events regarding Korean heritage 
culture. She repetitively used the term, ‘my’ instead of ‘their’ or ‘your’ when she described 
anything about Korean.  
I am proud that I do want to learn my culture. It’s like, I am not neglecting my culture, 
my origin, but I want to learn about it because I want to show respect to my culture where I 
came from. It’s something I want to learn really badly. (Narrative meeting 1, February 18th)  
Bryce’s story was different because his parents were not interested in educating him 
about his heritage language and culture. Moreover, I could not ignore the fact that he was raised 
by a couple, who experienced divorce twice and as a result, he had many step siblings. His 
unique family background may have impacted his notion on family relationships and I 
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wondered if there was any correlation between his refusals on locating his birth families.  Bryce 
remembered that his parents said that they sent pictures for a couple years to Korea.  
When I was little, through the adoption agency, like the first couple of years, my parents 
sent pictures of me to Korea. And I think that we never heard any response back from them. 
And I think it’s pretty natural that maybe my biological parents didn’t want to or were not 
getting in contact with the agency. (Narrative meeting 1, October 15th)  
Several studies have reported that the increasing number of heritage camps (Shin, 2010) 
and HLL schools (Fishman, 2001) suggest that many adoptees and their adopted parents find it 
difficult to have good places to start their children’s heritage language and culture learning. 
Many adopted parents find their resources through limited channels, such as adoptee 
organizations, local adopted parents’ clubs, or Weekend Korean schools. Shin (2010) argues 
that there should be program options that “include families, such as classes in which children 
and non HL speaking parents can participate together” (p. 216). Randolph and Holtzman (2010) 
also argued in their interview study of Korean-born adopted children and White-American 
parents that there was a disparity between the purpose of parents in using heritage camps and 
the actual experiences that the adopted children had at the camps.    
Religion  
Religion is often a significant social context for Korean Americans. Many studies have 
shown that Korean ethnic churches have been an important place for adolescents to enhance a 
positive ethnic identity and pride (Cha, 2001; Park, 2012), and for adults to promote 
sociocultural fellowship, ethnic identity (Min, 1992) and social networks (Hurh & Kim, 1984). 
In my study, three out of the seven heritage participants were regular churchgoers and 
interestingly, all of them attended the same Korean American Christian church. They were Jiu, 
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Esther, and Bryce and attending church meant more than just religious involvement. All of them 
were in a leadership positions and they spent time volunteering in church projects.  
For those three participants, religion played an important role in heritage participants’ 
ethnic identity as a minority group member. For example, Bryce told me that he was able to 
practice Korean conversation and grammar usages with his church friends and overhearing what 
other Koreans said gave him more motivation to learn Korean. According to Bryce, he learned 
much more about Korean heritage from this out-of-classroom setting than in class. In other 
words, Bryce searched for ways to attain membership in this Community of Practice and by 
joining in the community’s shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). Esther’s story was similar except 
for a couple things. Esther’s Korean was more fluent than Bryce and she was used to all the 
church related themes and events because she grew up as a daughter of a pastor. Consequently 
attaining membership and being at the center of the group were not difficult for her. Esther’s 
process of attaining membership in the church community was easier than it was for Bryce. 
Although Jiu had questioned the hierarchical relationship in Korean ethnic churches when she 
was in the youth group, she became an active member in church events and valued her life as a 
Christian. She said going to church let her expand her social circles with other Korean 
Americans and Asians on campus.  
One unique finding from the study is the discrepancy between what is found in the 
literature and my findings from my participants. Min (2000) argued that approximately 75% of 
Korean Americans in the United States are categorized as Christians and active churchgoers. In 
my study, only 3 out of 7 participants identified themselves as Christians and active 
churchgoers. The other four participants, Hayoon, Minsoo, Nicole and Cecilia, regarded 
themselves as non-Christians, although Cecelia was raised in Christian homes. Cecilia grew up 
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in a devoted Christian family and some of her church neighbors had adopted children like her 
family. She mentioned her experience of going to Sunday school and other church related 
evens. However, on campus, she refused to get involved with Korean ethnic church community 
because she experienced marginalization from the Korean American members of the group.  
Both Hayoon and Minsoo acknowledged the importance of Korean ethnic church as a 
social gathering and networking for Korean Americans. However, they were indifferent about 
joining this type of social networking and Hayoon criticized the common pattern of social 
networking behavior of Korean Americans when attending the Korean ethnic church.  
 In this study, church was a meaningful learning context where three of the Korean 
American participants actively engaged and connected to their heritage language and culture. 
For the three participants who participated, it was a good out-of-classroom learning setting for 
them. However, this participation was only true for three participants. The non-Christian 
participants described feeling excluded or marginalized because they were not participating in 
the church. So far many studies have focused on First generation or 1.5 generation Korean 
Americans and their practice in Korean ethnic church.  More studies need to be done with 
different types of Korean Americans and their practices and notions on the roles of Korean 
ethnic church.  
Conclusion 
Within the past three decades, the Korean population in the U.S. has increased more 
than ten times, from less than one hundred thousand in 1970 to more than 1.2 million in 2000 
(Han, 2007; Shin, 2005; Zhou &Kim, 2006). Also, studies reported the increase in the numbers 
of ethnic Koreans (i.e., Korean diaspora22) who have gone back to Korea as both permanent 
                                                
22 It is estimated that approximately 80% of Korean diaspora live in three main countries: China, the United States, 
and Japan (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2013). Many terms (e.g., Korean returnees, Korean diaspora, 
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migrants and sojourners (Kim, 2012). Moreover, studies with different groups of Korean 
diaspora such as Korean Americans, Mixed-Heritage Koreans and Korean adoptees who want 
to (re)connect Korean heritage language and culture are needed. 
The main thesis of this dissertation has focused on how HLL experiences and social and 
cultural contexts within a learning experience impact its learners’ social, cultural, ethnic, and 
linguistic identity. I considered all the data sources I gathered from my participants (i.e., 
classroom observation, interview data with parents, and other written artifacts produced by the 
participants) were valuable, but the narrative meetings emerged as the key data for this study. 
The narrative meetings that I designed seemed to create a comfortable yet frank atmosphere that 
worked well and the data I gained from these meetings were central to this study. Narrative 
inquiry is optimal when a researcher wants to gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which 
individuals organize and derive meaning from events (Polkinghorn, 1985).  
As a novice researcher, there were times that I was not satisfied with the flow and 
structure of the meetings and I had to pay attention to my interview style so in order to draw out 
stories from the participants. Moreover, from time to time, the participants had to think back to 
their past experiences to answer my questions and this process sometimes did not happen as 
smooth as I expected. Some of them answered briefly and did not seem to want to describe 
details or they hesitated and/or refused to answer sensitive questions. After noticing that 
patterns appearing many times, I decided to change my conversation style from using “you-
messages” to “I-messages” and I tried to show more empathy than sympathy with my 
participants` stories.  
                                                                                                                                                      
overseas abroad, Korean expatriate and so on) have been used to describe descendants of Korean emigrants in 
foreign countries. For this study, I chose Korean diaspora to refer any ethnic Koreans who reside in foreign 
countries other than Korea.  
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Figure 9 represents the seven concepts that influenced the three groups of heritage 
learners in my study. It includes the seven concepts that I derived from my literature review to 
study and interpret my data. 
 
Figure 9. Seven concepts affected on heritage learners’ identities 
To summarize, I chose narrative inquiry as my research method because it fit well with 
my study in that the learners’ identities were evident in the various social situations and through 
their conversations, self-presentations, and collections of self-conceptions (Goffman, 1981). I 
found that the heritage learners’ identities were dynamic by examining their fluid constructions 
demonstrated in their shifting narratives, course presentations, and social negotiations. In other 
words, the learners actively negotiated their identities throughout the sociocultural contexts 
around them and thus the relationship between HLL and their identities deeply intertwined. 
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Although I could not identify a whole group identity that transcended the three groups in 
my study, each individual was well aware of their linguistic, sociocultural, ethnic, and heritage 
identities and how these were viewed by others. The ‘others’ included outsiders of their group 
(i.e., White Americans, Black Americans, Hispanic Americans, and so on) but also insiders of 
the group (i.e., other Korean Americans). Their perceptions of the complexity of their identities 
sometimes led to their resistance to particular aspects of Korean culture; this resistance seemed 
to have helped some of them juggle the different features that composed their identities. In short, 
there were non-synchronous identities found in my narratives. Although, some participants 
showed a more dominant identity in one culture and language (Tse, 2000; Wallace, 2001, 2004), 
all of them showed some level of hybrid identities overall (Norton, 2000).  
 In my study, the cultural and social contexts negotiated by my participants were the 
HLL settings around them. They constantly tried to achieve a sense of who they were and where 
they were – their identities—by participating and negotiating membership in communities 
around them (Wenger, 1998). Some of them showed ongoing struggles and confusion about the 
categorized terms. However, denying to be labeled did not seem to result in a loss of interest in 
their heritage language and culture (Zhou, 1997). Figure 10 represents my study conclusions 
visually (Figure 10).   
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Figure 10. The relationship between participants’ identities and HLL  
To summarize, the seven Korean heritage language learners in this study engaged in a 
wide range of HLL courses and sociocultural experiences that influenced their ethnic identities. 
Each participant engaged in varied practices and the conflicts they described in their stories 
made them unique and interesting cases. Further research on language and identity issues with 
HLL is needed to expand our knowledge of how learners use language, experience cultures in 
their daily lives, and construct their identities within these activities. Personally, I would like all 
Korean heritage learners to realize that engaging in HLL and being open to opportunities for 
exposure to their heritage language and culture can lead to stronger heritage identities. 
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Implications 
The findings of this study suggest several implications for both practice and research in 
the field of HLL and education. These findings are particularly relevant to people who work 
with, and for, heritage language learners. The major findings suggest that we should broaden 
our notions of HLL and its impact on the identities of learners. More specifically, the study is 
significant because it expands the current knowledge of three different types of Korean 
American college students and their desire to fit in and (re)connect to their heritage language 
and culture through HLL.  
In light of the significance and growth of the Korean population in America (U.S. 
Census, 2010), understanding Korean heritage students’ language learning is essential to 
helping them to succeed and to equipping parents, language instructors, or anyone who works in 
related fields to assist in that process. Numerous studies have focused on African-American and 
Hispanic communities and their heritage languages, but there is very little research on other 
sociocultural and ethnic minority groups (Auerbach, 1989), such as Native Americans, Middle 
Easterners, and Asians. It is important for researchers and practitioners to study these diverse 
sociocultural and ethnic groups and their different linguistic and cultural perspectives and 
practices.  
Studies focused on issues of heritage language learners, especially for Korean American 
heritage language learners, are slowly developing. There are studies on identity and ideology of 
Korean Americans (Kang, 2009; Choi & Yi, 2012;Yoo, 2005) or Mixed-Heritage Korean 
students (Shin, 2007), but none include Korean adoptee students’ identities formation and 
negotiation in a HLL process. These results may also be helpful for researchers who are 
interested in the connection between language and identity in other languages.  
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Another implication is for those who work with Korean American heritage language 
learners in a range of settings. My research points to the importance of considering the identity 
development of different groups of learners. With the findings from this study, instructors, 
educators, or even curriculum designers, materials developers, educational technologists, and 
policy makers can increase their understanding of theory and practices in HLL contexts. As the 
number of Korean Americans is expected to increase, it is likely that the number who plans to 
take Korean for their heritage language will increase. Increasingly, universities are considering 
dividing their Korean courses into two different language tracks, a heritage track and non-
heritage track, in order to enhance the quality of the lessons and to satisfy students’ needs. 
However, at the same time, very few universities or institutions are offering Korean as part of 
their foreign language courses, so Korean American students may not have opportunities to 
learn their heritage language and culture even if they want to. Moreover, unlike children who 
can attend Korean weekend schools or heritage camps, adult heritage learners do not have 
opportunities to learn Korean except through foreign language courses in higher education 
institutions. The participants in my study were adults and they voluntarily chose to learn Korean 
for their own purposes, but they were lucky to have access to HLL.  
 Though it has not been confirmed by research, the Korean instructors in my program 
often suggested that divided tracks to teach Korean is most effective. Further research is needed 
to check the effectiveness of different Korean instruction patterns in university settings. 
The last implication of these findings is for Korean American parents who may learn 
more about what kinds of supports and guidance they can provide their children in order to gain 
a better understanding of HLL. By conducting phone interviews with my participants’ parents, I 
aimed to integrate the parents perspectives, since family is one of the most important factors in 
 227 
a person`s language and literacy development. Many researchers have argued for the importance 
of teaching and utilizing the mother tongue in home settings (Hudelson, 1987; Norton & 
Vanderheyden, 2004). In this study, students` desire to (re)connect to their heritage language 
and culture was a motivation for them to explore personal, social, cultural and ethnic identities 
related to HLL. Although the motivation or purpose of learning Korean varied depending on the 
individual or family (Han, 2012; Joo, 2009), most parents admitted to the importance of HLL.  
In conclusion, a rich description of how the Korean American heritage language learners 
in this study constructed their language identities provides insights into the nature of HLL 
practices and ways that HLL and ethnic identity construction are related.  
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Appendix A 
<Background survey for students> 
 
1. Name:  (English) 
 (Korean) 
 
2. Age: 
3. Birth country: 
4. College (year): 
5. Major (department): 
6. E-mail: 
7. Please write down all types of Korean instructions that you’ve received in the past (and the 
year when you took them)  
[e.g.,] 
• from 1st grade until 3rd grade in Korean school at church 
• taught by parents at home 
 
8. Would you list the languages that you can speak and the level of each? 
      (e.g., German – intermediate)  
9. Would you rate your Korean proficiency on a scale of 1(very low) to 5 (very high)?  
 
Korean Speaking Listening Reading Writing 
     
  
10. Why do you want to learn Korean? In other words, what's your motivation for taking the 
Korean class in U of I 
11. How long are you planning to take the Korean class? How many semesters?  
12. What do you want to learn/do in the Korean class? Please write them down as specifically as 
possible.  
13. Do you watch Korean movie or drama? (If the answer is no, please go straight to 10) 
-If yes, can you specify how often you watch those? (e.g., once a week for two 
hours) 
- If yes, what is the latest Korean movie or drama you watched?  
14. Do you often use Korean in your daily lives?  
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Appendix B 
Narrative meeting questions for case study student participants 
 
 
Socioeconomic/demographic information  
✔ Leading question: I heard you are from suburb of Chicago, Illinois. I am interested in the 
whole process of how you and your family came to the United States. Please tell me the story of 
it. 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. You said it was your father’s decision to immigrate to the United States. How did you 
feel when you first heard that your family would immigrate to the United States?  
2. Can you describe your family in detail?   
3. While you were growing up, did you notice any differences (e.g., table manners and 
relationship between parents and children) between your family and the families of your 
friends who had a different ethnicity (e.g., White-Americans, Black-Americans)?  
4. Does your family belong to a working class/ middle-class/ or higher-class and why? 
  
Education history & plan  
✔ Leading question: Being the only Korean student in a classroom in a suburb area in U.K. in 
1987 was a very unpleasant experience for me. Do you have any similar episodes of feeling 
isolated during schooling years? 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. What were the good/bad things for you when you were attending schools?  
2. Can you describe your best friends when you were in elementary, junior high, and high 
school? 
3. It is often said that Korean parents are very concerned about their children’s education 
success. Do you have any experiences related to this idea?  
4. Tell me your plan after graduation of U of I.  
 
Language usages at home  
✔ Leading question: I heard that many Korean-American parents express their opinions about 
the language usages in their home setting. Some stress the importance of learning Korean and 
others do not stress learning Korean. What is your opinion about this? What kinds of 
experiences did you have in your family related to Korean language use? 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. Tell me more about your use of Korean at home. (siblings, other family members) 
2. Do you remember learning Korean with your parents at home? If so, who took the main 
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role of teaching you Korean at your home?  
3. When did you use Korean the most (e.g., dinner time, play time)?  
4. How do you feel when you speak Korean or English?  
5. Were there times when you preferred to speak in Korean, when was that and what made 
you want to speak so?  
6. Were there many Korean resources available at your home while you grew up? (e.g., 
Korean picture books, Korean novels, DVDs/ VCRs, CDs and so on) 
7. Tell me about your interaction with your parents these days. (frequency, language 
choice)  
 
Language usages with friends 
✔ Leading question: Could you tell me about your closest friends and what you do together?  
 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of the participant’s narrative:  
1. If you compare your friends in elementary, junior high, high school, and university, do 
you notice any differences (e.g., ethnicity, languages, social class, and etc.)?  
2. Do you socialize with other Korean students on this campus? If so, who are they? 
3. Do you often talk to your parents or other family members? If so, by what, how often 
and in what languages do you prefer to speak to them?  
4. I have many friends in Korea, so I often chat with them through either Facebook or G-
talk. What about you? When you need to communicate with your friends, which method 
do you prefer?  
5. Can you tell me any websites that you go often? Do you use Korean in any of those 
sites?  
 
Language usages in the community  
✔ Leading questions: Let’s move on our topic to a community. Can you tell me about what it 
was like growing up in the community in which you lived as a child?  How much did Korean 
culture influence things when you were growing up? Can you tell me how life has been since 
you came to this campus?  How was it different or similar to your previous ethnic community? 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of the participant’s narrative:  
1. What do you think of the Korean community on/off-campus in this town?  
2. What are the pros and cons of being a Korean American student on this campus? 
3. What about your community on campus? Do you involve any ethnic organizations? If 
so, could you describe it in detail?  
4. Does being a member of this organization have anything to do with how you feel about 
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yourself?  
 
Language usages at school  
✔ Leading question: Can you tell me about the schools you attended?  What was your 
experience in those schools, especially related to the use of languages in school (e.g., 
elementary, junior high, high school, Korean language school and etc.)? 
 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. You said you attended Korean language school for 2 years when you were eight. Can 
you tell me more in detail?  
2. Please tell me in detail about your Korean usages at U of I. (e.g. time, place) 
3. When you need to talk with other classmates in the classroom, do you prefer to use 
Korean or English?  
4. How was it important for you to retain Korean language and culture before you take 
Korean class?  
5. Has any of this changed after you took Korean class?  
6. Do you fit in well with others who are non-Asians?  
 
Korean learning experience  
✔ Leading question: Can you describe your experiences in learning Korean and how you have 
felt about this? 
 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. What led you to study Korean?  
2. What do you think about the textbook and other learning materials in your class? Were 
there any topics or concepts that make you confused or worried?  
3. Probably Korean has one of the most complex honorific systems in the world, which 
often make learners quite confusing. What’s your experience with learning and using 
this honorific system?  
4. For most heritage language learners, it is rather difficult to learn Korean reading and 
writing. Can you tell me advantages and disadvantages of being heritage language 
learners of Korean compared to those who are not heritage language learners in your 
class?   
5. Tell me about your plans regarding the development of your Korean skills after stop 
taking the Korean class.  
6. I heard that some students hire tutors in order to improve their language skills. Do you 
have a language tutor or language exchange partner? If so, how often do you meet and 
what else do you learn from them?  
 
Media usages  
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✔ Leading question: Can you tell me about your experiences with the Internet? Can you tell a 
story about something that is a typical experience/time for you using the Internet? 
 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. So, you mentioned you watched the Korean movie, Ahjuhssi (A man coming from 
nowhere). I am interested in hearing your response to it. Do you often watch Korean 
movies/dramas/TV shows? What do you think of it compared to the ones from the 
United States?  
2. Do you have any experience of watching Korean drama/ movie/ or entertainment show 
while you grew up? If so, how often and with whom did you watch it?   
3. Sometimes language experts say when people learn a language, it works better if they 
use visual images, such as diagram or media sources. What do you think about this 
opinion?  
4. Please describe the kind of media resources you have for Korean learning (e.g., Korean 
drama, movie, TV shows, music, and etc.).  
5. As you may hear, a Korean rapper, PSY, made a worldwide sensation with his popular 
song, “Gangnam style”.  There was even a flash mob of dancing his horse style dance at 
this unviersity. Have you heard any Korean pop music (aka, K-pop)? What was your 
impression about it?  
 
Cultural values  
✔ Leading question: There are diverse ethnic cuisines in Champaign area.  What restaurants do 
you go to? What are your favorites? Do you have different friends that you go to different 
restaurants with? 
 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. Can you tell me about a time when you were doing something that felt very connected to 
Korean values?  Can you tell when you didn’t?  
2. I heard from my friend that other American classmates teased her daughter because of 
the lunch box she brought to the class. My friend regretted making a lunchbox with 
Korean food because she thought she put her daughter in trouble.  What do you think of 
this story?  
3. In Korean society, hierarchy really matters. What do you think about that?  
4. Can you describe your life style (e.g., leisure and recreational time, hobby)?  
 
Ethnic identity  
✔ Leading question: There are different ways that people define their ethnicity. Can you think of 
a situation where you felt very connected to your Korean ethnicity and a time when you didn’t? 
 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
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1. Do you feel insulted when people put down ‘Korean’ people?  
2. Some people say, “Koreans should live with other Koreans.” Do you agree, or not, with 
the statement and can you tell me the reason?  
3. You said you fit in well with other Koreans. Can you tell me any examples?  
4. Korean names are typically consisted of Korean character with Chinese meaning. For 
me, my name means “to be called/ rich first in any places” because I am the first 
grandchild in my family. Do you know the meaning of your name?  
5. Do you like to be called as a Korean name or English name? Do you think all Korean-
Americans should have English name? Why and why not?  
6. People often use different terms in order to describe who they are. For example, people 
use ethnicity, people, ethnic group, and race to categorize certain group of people. 
Which term will you use if you need to categorize yourself?   
 
Experiences in Korea  
✔ Leading question:  Do you have family or friends in Korea? Can you tell me about a positive 
experience you’ve had with your family, or extended family, when you did things together 
while in Korea? 
✔ Possible follow-up questions to encourage elaboration of participant’s narrative:  
1. Have you traveled Korea? If not, are you planning to and for what purpose?  
2. When was your last trip to Korea? Tell me in detail.  
3. What did you learn about Korean language and culture during your trip?   
4. Finding one’s root culture and language must be an exciting experience for immigrants. 
Do you think your experiences in Korean changed your perspectives on Korea/ Koreans/ 
Korean culture/ and language?  
 
 
 
  
 263 
Appendix C 
Interview questions for parents 
 
Background information 
 
1) Can you tell me of your age and birth country? 
(나이와 고향을 말씀해주시겠습니까?)  
 
2) What is your first language and what is the language you are most comfortable 
speaking?  
(모국어는 무엇이며 어느 언어가 가장 편하십니까?) 
 
3) What is your occupation?  
(직업은 어떻게 되십니까?) 
 
Life style & goals  
 
1) How many years have you lived in the United States? 
(미국에서 거주하신 지는 얼마나 되셨습니까?)  
 
2) When did you come to the United States? (Please tell me briefly your life tracks.) What 
is the main reason you come to the United States?  
(미국에는 언제 오셨으며, 주된 이유는 무엇입니까?)  
 
3) Could you describe your life style? (라이프스타일에 대해 설명해주세요.) 
- What are your work hours and habits? (직업) 
- How do you like to spend leisure and recreational time? (여가선용) 
- How much TV do you watch in Korean or English? (TV 시청 습관) 
 
4) How often do you use Korean to socialize with others? Can you describe it on a scale of 
1(very low) to 5(very high)? (한국어 사용 빈도에 대해서 설명해주시겠습니까?) 
 
5) Have you visited Korea with your son/daughter? If so, how often and what reasons for? 
(한국 방문을 하신 적 있습니까? 만약 그렇다면 얼마나 자주 어떤 목적으로 
방문하셨나요?)  
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6) Do you have a plan to go back to Korean after the retirement? If so, what is the reason of 
your plan? (은퇴 후 한국에 돌아가실 계획이십니까? 만약 그렇다면, 그 이유는 
무엇입니까?)  
 
7) Do you regularly attend Korean church? (한국 교회에는 다니십니까?)  
 	  
 
<Education background>  
 
1) Could you tell me the highest education level? (최종학력은 어떻게 되세요?) 
  
2) Are you fluent in both Korean and English? (두 개 언어 다 유창하십니까?)  
 
3) Do you have any kinds of schooling experience in the United States? ( 미국에서의 
학교 경험이 있으십니까?)  
 
4) Please describe your language proficiency in Korean and English? (부모님의 두 개 
언어 능력에 대해 설명해주십시오.)  
- Korean (한국어): 
- English (영어): 
 
 
<Korean language learning at home> 
 
1) Which language did you use when you speak to your son/daughter at home?  
(가정에서 자녀와 대화할 때 주로 어느 언어를 사용하십니까?)  
 
2) If you have noticed difference in your son/daughter’s language usages at home, when 
did that happen, and how?  
(만약 자녀가 어렸을 때 언어사용에 있어서 급격한 변화를 보였다면 언제, 어떻게 
일어났는지 설명해주시겠습니까?)  
 
3) When your son/daughter reply to you in English, what was your response to that?  
(자녀가 영어로 대답을 할 때, 부모님의 반응은 어땠습니까?)  
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4) What did you do for your son/daughter’s learning in Korean or English? (자녀의 
언어습득을 위해 어떤 지원을 하셨습니까?) 
 
5) Have you taught Korean to your son/ daughter?  (한국어를 가르치셨습니까?) 
- If yes, who was mainly in charge of it? (e.g., father, mother, grandmother)  
(만약 가르치셨다면, 주로 누가 담당을 했습니까?)  
 
- If yes, among the four different parts of language learning (speaking, listening, 
reading, and writing) what was the main part of your instruction?  
( 만약 가르치셨다면, 말하기, 듣기, 읽기, 쓰기 중에서 주로 어떤 부분이 강조가 
되었습니까?) 
 
- If yes, was your son/daughter receptive to your practice? If not, what did you do? 
What did you feel? (자녀의 반응은 어땠습니까? 그리고 부모님께서는 어떤 
감정을 느끼셨습니까?)  
 
6) What do you think about your son/daughter’s growing up in two languages? (두 개의 
언어속에서 성장한 자녀에 대해서 어떻게 생각하십니까?) 
 
7) What kind of resources for Korean learning did you have at home when your 
son/daughter learned Korean? (자녀의 한국어 습득과 관련하여 어떤 것을 
준비해두셨습니까?)  
 	  
<Korean language school experience>  
 
1) Did you send your son/ daughter to Korean language school while she/he grew up? 
(자녀를 한국어 학교에 보내신 적이 있으십니까?)  
 
-If yes, please continue, 
 
-If no, you may skip the questions below and move on to the next section.  
 
2) How can you describe your son/daughter’s experience in the Korean language school?  
(자녀의 한글학교에서의 경험을 간단히 설명해주시겠습니까?)  
 
3) How would you characterize your son/daughter’s attitudes toward the Korean or 
American school when he/she grew up? (자녀들의 한글/ 미국학교에 대한 태도는 
어땠습니까?)  
 
<Language attitudes>  
 266 
 
1) Discuss challenges and needs you had when you raised your son/daughter in the Korean 
American community.  
(자녀를 미국사회에서 키우며 느끼셨던 여러가지 에로사항을 듣고 싶습니다.) 
 
2) Which languages do you think more important for your son/daughter to live in the 
United States, Korean or English?  
(자녀가 미국에서 살아가는데 있어서 더 중요한 언어는 무엇이라 생각하십니까? 
영어 입니까? 한국어 입니까?)  
 
- If you chose English, what is your impression of your son/daughter’s heritage 
language learning at U of I? (만약 영어를 고르셨다면, 자녀의 일리노이 
대학에서의 한국어 수강에 대해선 어떻게 느끼고 계십니까?)  
 
- What do you expect most from your son/daughter while taking heritage language 
learning class at U of I? (일리노이 대학에서의 한국어 수업에서 무엇을 가장 
바라고 계십니까?)  
 
- If you think Korean is as important as English, what would be the main reason for 
that? (만약, 한국어가 영어만큼이나 중요하다고 생각하신다면, 그 주된 이유는 
무엇입니까?) 
 
3) Do you wish your son/daughter to keep learning Korean in the future? Why? 
(앞으로도 자녀가 한국어를 계속 배우기를 희망하십니까? 왜 그러길 바라십니까?)  
 
4) Do you consider yourself as Korean? Korean-American? Or American, and why?  
(스스로를 한국인, 한국계 미국사람, 미국인 중에서 어디에 속한다고 
생각하십니까? 또 왜 그렇게 생각하십니까?)  
 
5) How do you define your son/daughter’s ethnicity? (자녀들의 민족성에 대해서는 
어떻게 정의를 내리십니까?)  
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Appendix D 
Consent forms 
D-1. Consent letter for Korean instructors  
 
Dear Instructor(s), 
 
You are invited to participate in a research project that focuses on investigating language ideology/ 
identities on Korean heritage language learners. My name is Yun-Sun Shin, and I am a doctoral 
student studying language and literacy education focusing on language identities and ideologies in 
the College of Education at the University of Illinois.  
 
With your prior permission, I would like to visit and observe the students in your class setting. For 
this study, I am interested in observing your students` language usages, development, and attitudes 
especially on speaking and writing. I will visit your classroom twice a week for twelve weeks. 
During the observations, I would like to take notes and record audio data. Some data may include 
your participation in a conversation or class discussion, but the focus is on the case study student 
participants’ responses and language use.  
 
This research is my dissertation study and may also become part of a scholarly report, a journal 
article, or a conference presentation. In any publication or presentation, pseudonyms will be 
substituted for any identifying information.  
 
Your participation in the project is completely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw at any time. 
Your choice on whether you participate will not impact your job or status at university. Responses 
to this request will not affect your relationship with the University of Illinois. The benefit to your 
participation in this project is that you can help me to understand your students and their strengths as 
Korean language learners. For this project, we do not anticipate any risk greater than normal life. 
 
Please sign and return one copy if you consent to allow me to conduct my study in your classroom. 
The second copy is for your records. If you have any questions about this project, please feel free to 
contact me either by mail, email, or telephone. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Marilyn 
Parsons, at 244-3577. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Yun-Sun (Ellie) Shin                           Marilyn Parsons 
Doctoral Student    Professor 
(217) 819-9380               (217) 244-3577 
yshin6@illinois.edu    marilynj@illinois.edu 
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I, ____________________________ have read and understand the above information and 
voluntarily agree to be participated in the research project.  I have been given a copy of this consent 
form. 
 
I agree to audio-recording during observations. 
                             YES                                                                 NO   
   
_________________________________ 
 (Print) Your name 
 
 
__________________________________ (Your signature)    ________________________ (Date) 
 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or any concerns or 
complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board at 217-333-
2670 (collect calls will be accepted if you identify yourself as a research participant) or via 
email at irb@illinois.edu 
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D-2. Consent letter for students 
 
Dear students(s), 
 
You are invited to participate in a research project that focuses on investigating language identities 
of Korean heritage language learners. My name is Yun-Sun Shin, and I am a doctoral student 
studying language and literacy education under the direction of Professor Marilyn Parsons in the 
College of Education at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  
 
To provide complex understandings of Korean heritage language learners’ language learning 
experience within a social, cultural and historical framework, first, with your teacher’s permission, I 
would like to visit and observe your class and also other Korean learning sites other than classroom. 
For this study, I am interested in observing your learning process, which will be critical in forming 
your identities as a Korean language learner. The research period will be twice a week visits for 
twelve weeks in your class. During the observations, I will take notes and audio data record the 
class.  I would also like to view and photocopy material artifacts (e.g. texts, worksheets, writing 
samples) if you are willing to share them with me. I will replace all names with pseudonyms to 
protect your identity. You must be adults at least 18 years of age in order to participate the study.   
 
In addition, if you are fit into one of the criteria below, you can volunteer to participate as a case 
study participant. The criteria for recruiting case study student participants are:  
 
1. The participant should be Korean Americans, whose parents are both Koreans (immigrant, 
transnational families, etc.)   
2. The participant should be Korean Americans with at least one parent from Korean ethnicity.   
3. The participant should be Korean Americans, who were adopted to the United States.   
 
If you are fit into any one of the categories, I invite you to volunteer as a case study participant, 
which will involve three one-on-one interview meetings within a twelve-week data collection 
period. These meetings will be guided by an unstructured, open-ended interview protocol. Each 
meeting will last approximately one hour. All meetings will be conducted on campus at a place 
convenient to you. I will ask your permission to audio-record these interviews. When the tapes are 
transcribed, only pseudonyms will be used for this and all other data and writing about the data. 
 
If you are chosen as a case study student participant, I would like to ask your permission to talk with 
your parents as well. I will first ask you to contact to your parents to see if they are willing to talk 
with me. If they are willing, I will contact them by email, phone or letter whichever they prefer to 
set up time to talk with them. 
 
This project may also become part of a scholarly report, a journal article, or a conference 
presentation. In any publication or presentation, pseudonyms will be substituted for any identifying 
information.  
 
Your participation in the project is completely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw at any time. 
Your choice on whether you participate will not impact your grade or status at university. Responses 
to this request will not affect your relationship with the University of Illinois. The benefit to your 
participation in this project is that you will help me to understand Korean language students’ 
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identities and language learning.  For this project, we do not anticipate any risk greater than normal 
life. By signing this document, you are agreeing to participate. You are, of course, free to change 
your mind at any time. The second copy is for your records. If you have any questions about this 
project, please feel free to contact me either by mail, email, or telephone. You may also contact my 
advisor, Dr. Marilyn Parsons, at 244-3577. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Yun-Sun (Ellie) Shin                           Marilyn Parsons 
Doctoral Student    Professor 
(217) 819-9380               (217) 244-3577 
yshin6@illinois.edu    marilynj@illinois.edu 
 
 
I, ____________________________ have read and understand the above information and 
voluntarily agree to be participated in the class while it is being observed for this research project. I 
have been given a copy of this consent form.   
                             YES                                                                 NO   
 
 
I agree to audio-recording during observations. 
                             YES                                                                 NO   
  
 
< Only if you are fit into one of the categories above, >  
 
I agree to participate as a case study participant in the research project.  
                             YES                                                                 NO   
  
 
I agree to give permission to the researchers to collect and analyze my assignments from the class.  
              YES                                                      NO  
 
 
I agree to audio-recording during interviews.  
              YES                                                                 NO  
 
 
I agree to give permission to the researchers to contact my parents and do an interview with them if 
they are willing.  
                             YES                                                                 NO   
 
 
_____________________________ 
(Print) Your name 
 
__________________________________ (Your signature)    ________________________ (Date) 
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 If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or any concerns or 
complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board at 217-333-2670 
(collect calls will be accepted if you identify yourself as a research participant) or via email at 
irb@illinois.edu 
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D-3. Consent letter for parents 
 
Dear parent(s), 
 
You are invited to participate in a research project that focuses on investigating the language 
identities on Korean heritage language learners. My name is Yun-Sun Shin, and I am a doctoral 
student studying language and literacy education under the direction of Professor Marilyn 
Parsons in the College of Education at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  
 
This study is designed to provide understandings of Korean language learners’ experiences 
within a social, cultural and historical framework.  You will be asked to participate in one phone 
interview. This phone interview will be guided by an unstructured, open-ended interview 
protocol. Examples of interview questions are: (1) what you think and feel about Korean 
language learning education and English education, 2) your family story or event in your life 
and your child; and (3) your expectation as a Korean-American parents in Korean language 
learning programs in the United States. The interview will take 30-60 minutes. It will be 
conducted at your convenience on the phone or meeting in-person is also an option. I would like 
your permission to audio-record the interview. When the interviews are transcribed, all names 
with be replaced with pseudonyms to protect you and your daughter/son`s identity.   
 
This project may also become part of a scholarly report, a journal article, or a conference 
presentation. In any publication or presentation, pseudonyms will be substituted for any 
identifying information.  
 
Your participation in the project is completely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw at any 
time. The benefit to your participation in this project is that you will help me to understand 
Korean language students’ learning experiences and identities as Korean language learners. For 
this project, we do not anticipate any risk greater than normal life. By signing this document, 
you are agreeing to participate. You are, of course, free to change your mind at any time. The 
second copy is for your records. If you have any questions about this project, please feel free to 
contact me either by mail, email, or telephone. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Marilyn 
Parsons, at 244-3577. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Yun-Sun (Ellie) Shin                           Marilyn Parsons 
Doctoral Student    Professor 
(217) 819-9380               (217) 244-3577 
yshin6@illinois.edu    marilynj@illinois.edu 
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I, ____________________________ have read and understand the above information and 
voluntarily agree to be participated in the research project.  I have been given a copy of this consent 
form. 
 
I agree to audio-recording during interview.   
                             YES                                                                 NO   
 
 
 
_________________________________ 
 (Print) Your name 
 
__________________________________ (Your signature)    ________________________ (Date) 
 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or any concerns or 
complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board at 217-333-
2670 (collect calls will be accepted if you identify yourself as a research participant) or via 
email at irb@illinois.edu. 
 
 
 
